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Abstract 
 

Purpose: Organisations are increasingly using project or programme management 

offices (PMOs) to co-ordinate activities across information system (IS) projects.  This 

paper explores how the presence of PMOs and their involvement in IS projects relates 

to project success and to senior management satisfaction with those projects.   

 

Design/methodology/approach: The study uses an exploratory survey method to 

consider the relationship of both the presence of a PMO and the involvement of the 

PMO in five key practices that span the project life-cycle on project success and 

management satisfaction. 

 

Findings: Counter-intuitively, it is found that the presence of a PMO reduces senior 

management satisfaction with IS projects and has no effect on the overall success 

rates of those projects.  The study draws on ideas of escalation of commitment to 

explain this finding.   

 

Practical implications: The findings suggest that it is more important for PMOs to be 

involved at the start and at the review stage of projects, rather than in the on-going 

monitoring, which is where much of their current focus is. 

 

Originality/value: This study is the first that we are aware of, to identify a reduced 

level of management satisfaction associated with the presence of a PMO.  It is also the 

first study to consider PMO involvement at the level of key project practices and 

hence to be able to suggest how to understand and address the reduced management 

satisfaction identified. 

 

Keywords: project management office; PMO; IS project success; management 

satisfaction, escalation of commitment 
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Introduction 

 

Organisations are increasingly using projects or programmes as a means of achieving 

strategic change. Given the important role information systems and information 

technology (IS/IT) play in modern organisations many of these projects involve 

significant investment in new systems and technology. The combination of the 

multitude of projects being undertaken and the complexities of managing them has 

resulted in many organisations attempting to improve control, coordination and in 

some cases, rationalisation of these projects, by establishing project (or programme) 

management offices (PMOs) (Singh et al, 2009; Artto et al, 2011; Martins and 

Martins, 2012). According to Anderson et al (2007 p.98), a consistent theme across 

PMOs is to enable ‘a systematic coordination and unified handling of key project-

related tasks’, in order that organisations can be more successful in the projects they 

undertake. 

 

Extant research has shown that the number of PMOs being formed in organisations is 

growing (Hobbs and Aubry, 2007; Hobbs et al, 2008; Spelta and Albertin, 2012), 

suggesting that organisations believe that these are effective means of addressing the 

challenges of the growing number and complexity of projects that they are 

undertaking (Aubry et al, 2008; Aubry and Hobbs, 2010).  However, others are 

questioning the value of PMOs (Hoffman, 2003; Hurt and Thomas, 2009; O’Leary 

and Williams, 2008).   

 

Whilst previous studies have identified a range of activities undertaken by PMOs 

(Desouza and Evaristo, 2006; Hobbs and Aubry, 2007), they have not examined the 
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impact of PMO participation in these activities on project success or management 

satisfaction.  This study contributes to an understanding of the role and impact of 

PMOs in information systems (IS) projects, by exploring the practices they participate 

in and the extent to which this participation contributes towards satisfaction with 

those practices and overall project success and senior management satisfaction.  

Previous research (Stanleigh, 2006) has found that 75% of PMOs in the IS domain 

were shut down within three years of formation because they failed to demonstrate 

their value, whilst other research highlights the frequent changes to the form of PMOs 

(Aubry et al, 2010a; 2010b).  An understanding of the impact of PMO involvement at 

the practice level can aid managers in identifying how they should focus the efforts of 

their PMO to ensure that they add value.  Investigation of management satisfaction 

with PMOs has not previously been undertaken, but understanding management 

satisfaction is important if PMOs are going to survive within their organisations.     

 

Literature Review  

 

Project and Programme Management Offices 

The Project Management Institute (PMI) (2008, p.11), defines a project management 

office as: 

 

An organisational body or entity assigned various responsibilities related to the 

centralised and coordinated management of those projects under its domain.  The 

responsibilities of the PMO can range from providing project management support 

functions, to actually being responsible for the direct management of a project. 
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Other terms are also used for the organisational entities described by the definition 

above, including programme management office and project or programme 

management centre of excellence (Office of Government Commerce, 2008). 

 

A PMO may be established to support a single large project or programme or to 

coordinate multiple unrelated or loosely related projects.  The latter may deal 

exclusively with one area of an organisation’s projects, such as new product 

development or information systems and technology or may have a role that 

encompasses all major projects and programmes, sometimes termed ‘enterprise’ or 

‘corporate’ PMOs (Aubry et al, 2008; Aubry et al, 2010a). 

 

Whilst Singh et al (2009) observe that the PMO ‘has a long history dating back to the 

1930s’ (p.411), doValle et al (2008) note that their uptake has become marked since 

2003.  A survey reported by Hobbs and Aubry (2007) showed that half of the PMOs 

surveyed were less than two years old, leading them to conclude that whilst the 

number of newly formed PMOs is growing, existing PMOs are also being shut down 

or reconfigured at an almost equal rate (Aubry et al, 2010a; 2010b).  This disbanding 

or reconfiguration is confirmed by Pellegrinelli and Garagna (2009), who argue that 

PMOs are organisational constructs created in response to a perceived need and ‘as 

that need is progressively addressed, the relevance and value of the PMO decreases’ 

(p.649). Aubry et al (2010a) suggest that internal politics and power systems may also 

play a part in dissatisfaction with the performance of a PMO, resulting in pressure for 

it to be disbanded or changed in form.  
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Activities of PMOs 

Previous studies (Desouza and Evaristo, 2006; Hobbs and Aubry, 2007; Pemsel and 

Wiewiora, 2012) have identified high-level activities commonly undertaken by 

PMOs, with particular focus on activities that span multiple projects.  For example, in 

their empirical study, Desouza and Evaristo (2006) identify the activities shown in 

Table 1.   

 

Take in Table 1 about here. 

 

As noted, these previous studies emphasise activities that span multiple projects and   

establishing the relationship between any of the identified activities and project 

success and management satisfaction is hampered by the high-level and broad nature 

of the activities. As a result previous studies have not linked individual activities or 

practices with measures of success or satisfaction. 

 

Whilst such project spanning or coordination activities are an important part of the 

role of PMOs, previous studies have also highlighted the role of PMOs in improving 

the delivery of individual projects (Stanleigh, 2006; Liu and Yetton, 2007; Unger et 

al, 2012).   Studies have identified a number of practices that are important to achieve 

success from IS projects: that is achieving the benefits that justified the investment as 

well as delivering the project to time, quality and cost expectations (National Audit 

Office, 2006; Peppard et al, 2007).  A number of practices which span the project life-

cycle from project planning to review, were adopted for this study: 

 

1. Identification and quantification of the investment benefits 

2. Planning technology implementation 
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3. Planning business changes and benefit delivery 

4. Post Implementation Review (PIR) of Time, Cost and Quality (TCQ) 

5. Post Implementation Review (PIR) of changes and benefits 

 

It should be recognised that there are important additional practices that fall within the 

five practices selected for study.  For example, management of the required business 

changes and of the technology implementation (Ashurst et al, 2008).  However, 

recognising the exploratory nature of the study, a balance was sought between the 

number of practices explored and being able to consider the entire project life-cycle.  

 

The focus on the practice involvement of PMOs is consistent with the theoretical 

paradigm of management-as-practice (Orlikowski, 2002; Kostova and Roth, 2002; 

Whittington, 2006).  The management-as-practice perspective focuses on what the 

members of an organisation do as opposed to what the organisation has in terms of 

strategy, structures or resources (see for example Johnson et al, 2003).  Whittington 

(2006) proposes that three elements of a theory of practice may be isolated: praxis, 

practices and practitioners. Jarzabkowski (2005) suggests that each of these three 

elements comprises a different analytic choice and entry into the study of strategy as 

practice.  Whilst the practice perspective has been considered in areas of management 

such as strategy and marketing, only limited use of this theoretical lens has been made 

in the project management domain (for example, Cooper et al, 1999 and Manning, 

2010).   
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Effectiveness of PMOs 

Historically the rate of success for IS projects, in terms of delivering the benefits that 

justified the investment has been around 30% (McAfee, 2003; National Audit Office, 

2006; Nelson, 2007).  The majority of the activities of PMOs identified in Table 1 

above seek to improve project performance by, at least, preventing or reducing 

failures. However, Singh et al (2009) identify a significant number of challenges 

facing organisations in establishing or sustaining a PMO, including difficulties in 

evaluating the effectiveness and a lack of recognition of the value of a PMO in an 

organisation. Aubry and Hobbs (2011) suggest the multi-dimensional competing 

values framework as a framework to evaluate the contribution of a PMO, whilst 

Desouza and Evaristo (2006) suggest that PMO contribution can be measured from a 

project-centric (efficiency), PMO-centric (service) or business value-centric (success) 

perspective. This research considers the contribution of PMOs from last of these 

perspectives.   

 

Previous studies have adopted survey based approaches to determine if the existence 

of a PMO within an organisation is associated with improved project performance.  

Dai and Wells (2004) found no link between these whilst Martin et al (2007) found a 

weak link, with the existence of a PMO being associated with adherence to project 

budgets, but not to project timescales or improved project quality and Unger et al 

(2012, p.617) found ‘a strong positive and direct effect….on single project success’.  

In a qualitative study, O’Leary and Williams (2008) found the introduction of a 

project and programme management Centre of Excellence (CoE) did not lead to 

improved project outcomes when it introduced standard project methodologies in the 
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organisation, since adoption of these policies by business colleagues tended to be 

more symbolic than substantial.  Rather, these authors found that project outcomes 

only improved when the CoE was reconfigured to include a team of ‘highly skilled, 

experienced project managers…to intervene directly as required in problematic 

projects’ (p.563).  These mixed findings suggest that a more nuanced exploration of 

success, for example at the level of involvement in practices may be insightful. 

 

Research Aims 

 

This study explores how the involvement of a PMO is related to overall project 

success and management satisfaction with the projects supported and influenced by 

the PMOs activities.  It also explores how the involvement of PMOs in specific 

practices is related to overall project success and management satisfaction and 

subsequently the extent to which PMO involvement at the individual practice level is 

associated with satisfaction with the practices themselves.  This combination of 

analyses helps understand the extent to which the PMO has a direct or an indirect 

effect on project success and management satisfaction. The study then seeks to find 

explanations from extant project management literature for the associations and 

relationships found and to establish a basis for further research. 

 

Research Design and Survey Instrument 

 

This study is the first to investigate the relationship between the existence of a PMO 

and management satisfaction with IS projects and the involvement of the PMO in 

specific project practices across the project life-cycle.  In order to gain an overview of 

the areas of interest across a number of organisations, an exploratory survey approach 
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was adopted for the study.  The findings of such initial explorations can then be used 

to frame increasingly detailed studies (Bryman, 2004).  Whilst surveys are often 

associated with confirmatory studies, suitably designed surveys are also an accepted 

means of establishing an initial overview of a domain of interest (for example in the 

field of IS project management: Agarwal and Rathod, 2006).   

 

The study considered multiple project PMOs that were primarily concerned with IS 

projects or projects that had a large element of IS within them.  Many projects within 

organisations have a significant element of IS, hence such PMOs can be expected to 

cover a significant proportion of organisational project activity (Singh et al, 2009).  

The implications of the findings for PMOs in other functional areas are discussed later 

in the paper. 

 

Data collection for the study was undertaken in two parts.  The first data collection, 

which consisted of a number of other practices involved in IS investment management 

in addition to the role and activities of PMOs, used a web-based survey as the 

research instrument.  Findings from this survey, but not including those related to 

PMOs, have been published elsewhere (reference would identify authors – will be 

supplied).  The second data collection was based on a shorter version of the same 

questionnaire. 

 

The two survey instruments used were tested before use.  A number of practising 

managers (n= 4 – 6) with experience of IT projects and PMOs were asked to complete 

the draft instruments and to provide feedback to the researchers.  This testing allowed 

ambiguity in the wording of certain items to be clarified. 
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In the final versions of the survey instruments, respondents were asked for general 

information about themselves and their organisations, including whether it had a 

PMO.  The main section of the survey was based on the project practices presented in 

section 2.2.  Respondents were asked to what extent the PMO was involved with each 

of these practices.  Responses were collected via a 5-point Likert-scale (1 = never, 5 = 

always).  Respondents were also asked to indicate how satisfied the organisation was 

with the performance of these practices.  Again, responses were collected by means of 

a 5 point Likert-scale (1 = completely dissatisfied, 5 = completely satisfied). 

 

Respondents were also asked about two overall measures: the overall success rate of 

their organisations’ IS projects and their view of the organisation’s senior 

management’s overall satisfaction with the results of those projects.  The 

measurement of success of IS projects has been recognised as a complex issue, for 

example, DeLone and McLean (1992) identify six distinct variables which can be 

used to measure IS success.  Studies of the use of IS have stressed that the realisation 

of the benefits included in the investment business case is the main basis for the 

justification of the project (Peppard et al, 2007), and the achievement of the expected 

benefits is the prime criterion used by executive management to assess success 

(Nelson, 2005).  Hence in this study, the realisation of benefits was used as an overall 

measure of project success. A self-reported measure of benefits achieved was 

employed since previous studies (for example, Iacovou et al, 1995) have identified 

that it is the perceived benefits that are critical in the adoption and continuing use of 

IS.  Also, the majority of PMOs, including those participating in this study, are 

responsible for varying numbers of projects that span a range of sizes and degrees of 
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complexity.  A self-reported, benefits-based approach allows respondents to base their 

judgement of success on a comparison of their perception of the benefits achieved 

with the expected benefits.  This relative perception of success accommodates varying 

numbers, sizes and complexity of projects.  Hence, in order to estimate overall 

success of the projects, respondents were asked to estimate the percentage of projects 

that delivered the expected business benefits.  Respondents could indicate whether 

this was below 25%, between 25% and 50%, between 50% and 75% or over 75% of 

projects or that they did not know.   

 

Based on similar reasoning and consistent with previous studies of management 

satisfaction with practices related to project management (Cooper et al, 1999), a self-

reported measure was adopted for senior management’s satisfaction with the overall 

value delivered from the organisation’s IS projects.  Respondents were asked to 

indicate this on a 5 point Likert-scale (1 = completely dissatisfied, 5 = completely 

satisfied). The relevant survey items are shown in Appendix 1. 

 

The survey did not ask when the PMO was formed, since a number of studies have 

emphasised that organisations frequently reconfigure their PMOs (Pellegrinelli and 

Garagna, 2009; Aubry et al, 2010a; 2010b).  The age of the PMO could not therefore 

be taken as an indicator of the PMO’s expected role, the activities it was likely to 

undertake or its affect on project success.  Rather, as described above, the survey 

explicitly asked respondents to indicate the activities or practices that their PMO was 

involved in.   
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Population and Sample 

 

In the first data collection, approximately 1,900 managers from organisations in 

mainland European and 500 managers from UK organisations were invited to 

participate through personalized e-mails. The target candidates were selected using 

the corporate databases of two European business schools.  Individuals who, 

according to their specified job role were senior managers with significant 

involvement in IS projects and programmes were selected.  This ensured that the 

target candidates were sufficiently knowledgeable about IS project and programme 

management in their organisations, including the existence and operation of a PMO, 

to answer the survey instrument accurately and fully.  Only one individual in an 

organisation was invited to participate.   One hundred and two (102) completed 

responses were received (response rate = 4%).  

 

In the second data collection senior managers who had attended workshops on the 

subject of IS management at the same business schools were invited to complete the 

shorter questionnaire. Again, respondents were senior managers, whose roles included 

significant involvement in IS projects and programmes. Of some 70 participants 

representing different organisations, 55 completed questionnaires were returned 

(response rate = 79%).  In total this produced a combined sample of 157: the majority 

from the UK, Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands, but including a number 

from other countries. Of these 157,  27% identified themselves as exclusively 

business managers, 39% as IS/IT managers and 34% had business and IS/IT 

responsibilities. 
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As noted above, both survey instruments included many items not directly relevant to 

this study of PMO practices.  The first survey instrument was considerably longer and 

more complex than the second, which caused the relatively low response rate.  The 

instrument used in the second data collection was shorter and hence led to a greater 

response rate.   

 

Data Analysis and Findings  

 

Few meaningful differences were found between key characteristics of the two 

samples according to Chi-squared tests in terms of location, business size or sector 

and respondents’ roles (see Appendix 2).  The following analysis therefore includes 

the combined sample (N) of 157 organisations.  Whilst it is recognised that this is not 

a large sample, it is sufficient to generate statistically significant results for the 

analyses undertaken.  It is also consistent with other similar survey based studies 

(Angeles, 2009: N = 155; Janvrin et al, 2009: N=72; Liu and Yetton, 2007: N=90). 

 

Rather than test an a priori model, relationships between the constructs of interest 

were elicited using statistical techniques of cross-tabulations and correlations, which 

are consistent with the exploratory approach of the study.  

 

PMO and overall project success and management satisfaction 

Of the overall sample, 69% of the organisations had a PMO, a figure that was very 

similar across all sectors – manufacturing, services and the public sector.  As shown 

in Table 2, a correlation analysis of the presence of a PMO with the expressed overall 

success rate of projects showed no significant relationship.  This finding is consistent 
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with earlier studies (Dai and Wells, 2004; Martin et al, 2007), who found that having 

a PMO did not appear to improve the success of projects.  

 

Table 2 also shows the results of the correlation of the existence of a PMO with senior 

management’s satisfaction with the overall value realised from the projects, an aspect 

not explored in previous studies.  Interestingly this shows a significant but negative 

relationship, suggesting management are less satisfied in organisations that have a 

PMO, compared to those that do not.   

 

As might be expected, Table 2 also shows that project success and management 

satisfaction are positively related, suggesting that, in most cases, management are 

aware of the success of projects within their organisations and respond favourably to 

greater levels of success. 

 

Take in Table 2 about here. 
 

 

The results presented in Table 2 therefore suggest that, as others have found, having a 

PMO is not related to the success of projects but, perhaps unexpectedly, it is related to 

a reduction in management satisfaction. This may have two explanations: the PMO 

may be relatively new and has been set up because of management dissatisfaction 

with the current situation; or it may be that the management of organisations with 

PMOs get more information about poor project performance, leading to increased 

levels of dissatisfaction.  We will return to this subject in the conclusion section of the 

paper. 
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This counter-intuitive finding suggests a need to explore the role of the PMO in more 

depth: the practices performed by PMOs and how these may be related to overall 

project success and management satisfaction. 

 

 

PMO involvement in the project practices and overall project success and 

management satisfaction 

A correlation of PMO involvement in the five project and benefit realisation practices 

presented in section 2.2 and overall project success and management satisfaction is 

shown in Table 3.  

 

(Note: Table 2 includes the whole sample (N=157), whilst Table 3 includes only 

organisations with a PMO (N=109).  This is because Table 2 shows the relationship 

between the presence of a PMO, or not, and overall success and management 

satisfaction and hence includes the entire sample.  In contrast, Table 3 considers the 

relationship between specific practices carried out by PMOs and these overall 

variables and hence is limited to organisations with a PMO) 

 

Table 3 shows that PMO involvement in two of the five practices investigated is 

positively and significantly correlated to both project success and overall management 

satisfaction (shaded cells) - identifying and quantifying the benefits and the post 

implementation review of changes and benefits.  It would seem therefore that success 

and management satisfaction is dependent on the PMO involvement at either end of 

the project life-cycle, in both identifying the benefits at the start of projects and 

evaluating whether they have been achieved at the end.  
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Interestingly the involvement of the PMO in post-implementation TCQ reviews is not 

directly related to project success or management satisfaction, although the role of 

many PMOs specifically includes project performance monitoring and evaluation. 

Also the involvement of PMOs in planning both technology and business changes and 

benefit delivery appears to have no direct effect on the success rate of projects or 

management satisfaction.   

 

 As shown in Table 3, each of the individual practices has its own relationship with 

the two overall success and satisfaction variables.  However other factors in addition 

to the involvement in the individual practices may contribute to overall project 

success and management satisfaction, such as the involvement in the other practices.  

Hence in order to relate satisfaction more closely with the PMO involvement in the 

practices, an analysis of how PMO involvement is related to satisfaction with those 

practices was undertaken. 

 

Take in Table 3 about here. 

 

PMO involvement in practices and satisfaction with those practices 

Table 4 shows a correlation of involvement in the five project practices listed above 

and the respondents’ expressed levels of satisfaction with how well those practices are 

performed in their organisations. 

 

This analysis shows that greater PMO involvement in the planning of business 

changes and benefits delivery is positively and significantly related to satisfaction 
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with identifying and quantifying the benefits (single shaded cell).  This would suggest 

that PMO involvement in defining how benefits will be delivered through business 

changes gives increased confidence in and hence satisfaction with the benefits that 

have been identified.  However, and perhaps surprisingly, given the relationship 

between involvement of the PMO in identifying and quantifying the benefits and 

overall project success and satisfaction (shown in Table 3), its involvement in the 

practice of identifying benefits is not related to higher levels of satisfaction with that 

practice itself.  Taken together with the point about PMO involvement in planning 

business changes and benefits delivery, this suggests that managers within 

organisations view the identification of benefits expected from projects as a business 

responsibility, even if the PMO is involved, but do value the involvement of the PMO 

in identifying how those benefits will be realised. 

 

Take in Table 4 about here. 

 

Table 4 also shows that greater PMO involvement in the post implementation review 

of benefits and changes is positively and significantly related to satisfaction with all 

five practices considered (linked shaded cells).  Hence it would appear that 

satisfaction in earlier stages in the project life-cycle is dependent on PMO 

involvement at the later stages.  This would suggest that the PMO contribution to 

practice satisfaction is largely indirect rather than direct, as will be discussed further 

in the next section. 

 

Discussion of Findings  
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When comparing organisations with and without PMOs there were no significant 

differences in the levels of project success described by the respondents, but there was 

a significant negative correlation between the presence of a PMO and management 

satisfaction.  This lack of management satisfaction can be understood from a 

consideration of the theory of de-escalation of projects.  Amongst other factors, de-

escalation is associated with reduced tolerance for failure and more awareness of 

problems with projects arising from greater clarity in success criteria, more regular 

evaluations and more outcome orientated evaluations (Keil and Robey, 1999; 

Montealegre and Keil, 2000).  He and Mittal (2007) also highlight the link between 

the amount and nature of information about a project de-escalation and studies by Pan 

et al (2006) and Unger et al (2012) both associate escalation with poor project 

evaluation and lack of information.  This suggests that good project evaluation and 

full information, which can be provided by a PMO, is likely to be associated with de-

escalation or lack of satisfaction.  Provision of project information, more awareness of 

problems and more thorough evaluation are all normally included in the activities of a 

PMO, which could produce the higher level of management dissatisfaction identified 

in this study.  The identified lack of management satisfaction also accords with Aubry 

and Hobb’s (2011) finding that of a range of types of staff, executives assigned a low 

importance to the contribution of PMO’s to organisational performance. 

 

In contrast, analysis of PMO involvement in specific practices in the project life-cycle 

revealed that PMOs can contribute to both success and satisfaction. Those practices 

where PMO involvement is positively associated with both overall project success and 

management satisfaction are at the two ends of the project life-cycle.  That is, 

identifying and quantifying benefits at the start of a project and then review of the 
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changes and benefits achieved one the project has been implemented (Table 3).  The 

former of these is consistent with the findings of Arrto et al (2011), who emphasise 

the role of PMOs at the ‘front end of innovation’. 

 

Additionally involvement in the later stages of the project life-cycle appears to 

positively influence satisfaction with practices at the earlier stages of projects (Table 

4).  There are two possible mechanisms for this, both of which could be present at the 

same time. Firstly, the expectation of external and expert review of a project, in the 

form of PMO involvement, may well be expected to lead to greater effort in the 

earlier stages of the project, leading to greater satisfaction with these earlier stages.  

Equally PMO involvement in planning the benefits and changes can ensure the 

benefits claimed in the business case are more realistic, thereby improving the 

likelihood they will be achieved. These effectively are ‘within’ or ‘intra-project’ 

effects.  Also, PMO involvement in benefits and change planning and reviews can 

provide learning that can be used to improve the benefit identification and realisation 

in subsequent projects, which is effectively an ‘across’ or ‘inter-project’ effect.  This  

is consistent with Liu and Yetton’s (2007) finding that PMOs involvement in project 

reviews facilitates cross project learning and Pemsel and Wiewiora’s (2012) 

characterisation of PMOs as organisational knowledge brokers. 

 

The lack of significant relationships between PMO involvement in technology and 

business change planning with overall project success and management satisfaction 

(Table 3), despite these activities being identified in previous studies as important, 

may simply reflect that our small sample did not evidence such a relationship.  

However, it may suggest that these activities are best led by other groups in the 
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organisation.  That is, IS/IT experts would lead technology planning and business 

managers would be the most able to identify the changes in the business necessary to 

realise the benefits from the project.  Similarly the lack of significant relationship 

between PMO involvement in post implementation TCQ reviews and project success 

and management satisfaction may again be due to lack of statistical power.  However, 

it supports previous studies that suggest TCQ reviews are not linked to a benefits view 

of project success (Tallon et al, 2000; Ashurst et al, 2008) and management 

satisfaction is primarily determined by benefits delivery (Nelson, 2005). 

 

Our analysis of the involvement of PMOs in these project life-cycle practices and the 

consequent satisfaction with the performance of those practices, suggests how the lack 

of management satisfaction identified in this study can be addressed.  When the PMO 

is involved in activities to inform management of the final outcome of investments, 

through post-implementation review of business changes and benefits realised, 

management satisfaction increases.  Our data suggests that this, in conjunction with 

PMO involvement in identifying and quantifying benefits earlier in the project 

improves the success rate of IS projects. It is reasonable to assume that involvement in 

benefit reviews increases the PMO’s knowledge of both the benefits that are possible 

and how they can be achieved. 

 

Conclusions and Research Contribution 

 

Although the PMO, or variations of the concept have existed for many years the rapid 

increase in the number of PMOs established in recent years suggests that 

organisations envisage they can contribute to the achievement of their strategies by 
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improving the success rate of IS projects.  In the last few years PMOs have also been 

the subject of an increasing number of research studies (e.g. doValle et al, 2008; 

Pellegrinelli and Garagna, 2009; Singh et al, 2009). However, to date there have been 

few studies exploring whether or how PMOs actually contribute to the levels of 

project success and management satisfaction, even though the inability to evaluate a 

PMO’s contribution can affect its continued existence (Singh et al, 2009).  

 

We used a form of business value-centric (Desouza and Evaristo, 2006) assessment to 

explore how the practices and activities that PMOs are involved in affect the level of 

satisfaction with those practices and also the overall levels of project success and 

senior management satisfaction. In turn, this provides insights into how a PMO can 

contribute to the achievement of those aspects of organisational strategies that depend 

on delivering projects successfully. 

 

The study identified a negative link between the presence of a PMO and management 

satisfaction and draws on escalation of commitment literature to explain this counter-

intuitive finding.  The study suggests that this negative association can be avoided by 

PMOs being involved in individual project practices at both the start and end of 

projects, with involvement in review of changes and benefits at the end of projects 

being particularly important at improving project success, which in turn improves 

management satisfaction.  

 

The results provide support for earlier studies that have found PMOs carry out 

different combinations of activities and have differing degrees of influence within the 

organisation (e.g. Hobbs and Aubry, 2007).  However, it extends these earlier studies 
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as it links involvement in specific practices with satisfaction with those practices and 

in turn with their impact on overall project success and management satisfaction.   

 

Implications for Managers 

For managers considering establishing a PMO, or already managing a PMO, the 

findings of this study indicate that they should be aware that formation of a PMO is 

likely to be associated with a greater degree of scrutiny and less tolerance by senior 

management, as they become aware of problems with projects.  Formation and 

operation of a PMO may therefore feel uncomfortable to those in the PMO and those 

involved in projects. 

 

The findings of the study also indicate that, to improve project success and 

management satisfaction, the PMO should focus on those practices at the start and end 

of the project life-cycle, with particular emphasis on the review of benefits and 

changes at the end, since this has been shown to positively influence satisfaction with 

all other stages in the life-cycle.  As stated previously, many PMOs focus their efforts 

on monitoring progress during execution of the project, rather than being involved in 

the practices at the start and end of the project life-cycle.   

 

 

Research Limitations and Directions for Further Research 

 

The research has a number of limitations and also raises opportunities for further 

research.  
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We did not make an a priori assumption about the relationship of PMO involvement 

and project success or management satisfaction, nor was the design of the study based 

upon the notion of escalation of commitment from the outset.  Consistent with our 

exploratory design, we adopted an inductive approach and then sought theory that 

could explain the findings of the study (Bryman, 2004).  Building on those findings, 

others could use escalation of commitment concepts to frame further studies of the 

role of PMOs.  

 

More in-depth study of a range of types of PMOs in different organisational contexts, 

through both retrospective and longitudinal case studies, would provide more insights 

and practical guidance on how to create, organise and sustain a PMO that makes a 

significant contribution to value realisation from IS investments.  The PMOs in this 

survey were specifically involved in supporting the implementation of IS projects and 

programmes in their organisations, although some may have had a broader remit to 

cover other projects and programmes. IS projects are increasingly frequently 

described as ‘IT-enabled change projects’, since they usually involve both technology 

and business changes. The findings from this research are therefore likely to apply to 

PMOs supporting other types of change projects which are aimed at achieving explicit 

organisational benefits. The findings apply less well to PMOs supporting, for 

example, a range of new product development projects, where uncertainties are 

greater, timescales are less predictable and the criteria for assessing success are less 

explicit. Equally the findings are, at least in part, less applicable to PMOs in 

consultancy organisations whose primary role is carrying out projects on behalf of 

others, since the client may be responsible for some key aspects of the life cycle, 

especially those associated with the benefits. 
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As observed in extant studies, there are a number of different types of PMOs, 

established for different purposes.  For example, Hobbs and Aubry (2008) argue for 

establishing a typology of PMOs that reflects their variability in purpose and 

characteristics.  Recognition of this variation in structure and role should be 

incorporated in future studies in order to help align their activities to the 

organisational context in which they operate and enable their performance and 

contribution to be assessed more rigorously. 

 

It may be expected that the impacts of a PMO may lag behind its formation.  

Although O’Leary and Williams (2008) show that this the lag may be relatively short 

(6 months or less), given that other studies identify the frequent reconfiguration of 

PMOs (Hobbs and Aubry, 2007; Pellegrinelli and Garagna, 2009), further studies 

could identify how the changes in PMO formation influence their role and their 

impact on project success and senior management satisfaction.  
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Appendix 1: Relevant Survey Items  
 

Background Information (tick box categories provided) 
 

What is the size of yearly turnover of your organisation?  

 

What is the size of the annual budget for IS/IT?  

 

In which industrial sector is your organisation?  

 

How would you describe yourself? 

a) IS/IT manager or specialist 

b) business manager or professional 

c) a combination of both 

 

 

Presence of a PMO 
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Does your organisation have a project/programme management office (PMO): 

Yes/No? 

 

If ‘Yes’, to what extent does it play a role in the following activities: 

 

 
1. 

Never 

2. 

Rarely 

3. 

Sometimes 

4. 

Often 

5. 

Always 

Identifying & quantifying benefits      

Technology delivery planning      

Business change and benefits planning      

Evaluation & review of post- project TCQ      

Evaluation & review of business changes and 

benefits 

     

 

 
Overall assessment of satisfaction with practices  

 
Overall, what is the current level of satisfaction with the practices? 

 
 1. 

 Completely 

dissatisfied 

2. 

 Rather 

dissatisfied 

3. 

 Neutral 

4.  

Rather 

satisfied 

5. 

 Completely 

satisfied 

Identifying & quantifying 

benefits 
    

 

Technology delivery 

planning 
    

 

Business change and 

benefits planning 
    

 

Evaluation & review of 

post- project TCQ 
    

 

Evaluation & review of 

business changes and 

benefits 

    

 

 

 

Assessment of overall success and management satisfaction 

 
Overall, what percentage of your organisations IS/IT investment projects deliver the 

business benefits expected?  
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1. 

 Don’t know/ no 

target benefits 

identified 

2.  

Less than 25%  

 

3. 

 25%-49% 

 

 

4. 

 50%-74% 

 

5. 

 More than 

75%  

 

 
    

 
Overall, how satisfied do you think your executive management are with the value 

your organisation is getting from its IS/IT investments?  

 

1. 

 Completely 

dissatisfied 

2. 

 Rather 

dissatisfied 

3. 

 Neutral 

4.  

Rather 

satisfied 

5. 

 Completely 

satisfied 

 

 
 

 
  

 

 
 

Appendix 2: Comparison of Samples and Descriptive Statistics 

 

Table A1 compares the two samples according to key characteristics: location, sector, 

size and the presence of a PMO. 

 

 

Table A1: Comparison of Surveys 

 
  Data 

collection 1 

(Number) 

Data 

collection 2 

(Number) 

Total 

Sample 

(Number) 

Total 

Sample 

(Percent) 

Chi-square 

test 

Total Sample       

Location UK 32 20 52 33%  

 Mainland 

Europe 

70 24 94 60%  

 ROW 0 11 11 7%  

 Total 102 55 157 100% p < 0.05 

Total Sample       

Sector Manufacturing 43 12 55 35%  

 Public Sector 18 19 37 24%  

 Services 41 24 65 41%  

 Total 102 55 157 100% p < 0.05 

Total Sample       

Size (Revenue) > 1000m euros 52 23 75 48%  

 > 100m euros 34 22 56 36%  

 < 100m euros 16 10 26 16%  

 Total 102 55 157 100% p > 0.05 

Total Sample       

PMO or not Has PMO 69 40 109 69%  

Total No PMO 33 15 48 31%  

 Total 102 55 157 100% p > 0.05 

 

With a PMO UK 23 15 38 35%  
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By Location Mainland 

Europe 

46 18 64 59%  

 ROW 0 7 7 6%  

 Total 69 40 109 100% p < 0.05 

       

With a PMO > 1000m Euros 41 20 61 56%  

By size >100m Euros 21 14 35 32%  

 <100m Euros 7 6 13 12%  

 Total 69 40 109 100% p > 0.05 

       

With a PMO  Manufacturing 25 6 31 28%  

By sector Public Sector 11 16 27 25%  

 Services 33 18 51 47%  

 Total 69 40 109 100% p < 0.05 

 

 

When considering the full samples from the two surveys, no significant difference 

was found between the two samples on the basis the size of the organisations or the 

presence of a PMO based on a Chi-square test with a threshold for significance of p-

value < 0.05.   The samples were different on the basis that sample 2 had data 

included from outside the UK and Mainland Europe and sample 1 had proportionally 

less organisations from the public sector and more from the manufacturing sector.  

When only organisations with a PMO were considered, a similar pattern was found.  

Given the study seeks to cover a range of organisation types and locations, this 

difference between the samples is viewed as a benefit and hence the two samples were 

combined for the subsequent analysis. 

 

As might be expected, Table A1 also shows that the larger organisations are more 

likely to have established a PMO than smaller ones, due to the larger number of 

projects they are likely to be undertaking. 
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Table 1: Activities commonly undertaken by PMOs  
(after Desouza and Evaristo, 2006) 

 

 

Level of Influence Activities 

Strategic • Ensure projects are aligned with long-term objectives of the 

organisation and contribute to the strategic growth of the 

organisation 

• Efficient and effective knowledge management to improve the 

policies, practices and methodologies of project management in 

the organisation 

Tactical • Ensures close integration between ongoing projects 

• Ensures consistent quality of products and services generated 

by projects 

• Knowledge sharing across ongoing projects 

Operational • Providing regular status reports to decision-makers and 

coordinating communication about projects 

• Ensuring information is available to inform specific project 

decisions 

• Acting as a central source of knowledge on project management 

including best practices and standardised methodologies 

• Conducting routine project evaluations 
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Table 2: Correlation matrix of the presence of a PMO with overall project 

success and management satisfaction 

 

 Has PMO Success Satisfaction 

Has PMO 1.000   
Success .022 1.000  
Satisfaction -.212*** .379*** 1.000 

 
*** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
N=157
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Table 3: Correlation of involvement in practices with overall success and satisfaction 

 

 
Involvement in 
identifying & 
quantifying 

benefits 

Involvement in 
planning the 
technology 

implementation 

Involvement in 
planning the 

business changes 
& benefit delivery 

Involvement in 
post 

implementation 
review of TCQ 

Involvement in 
post imp'tation 

review of business 
changes & 

benefits Success Satisfaction 

Involvement in identifying and 
quantifying benefits 

1.000       

Involvement in planning the 
technology implementation 

..388*** 1.000      

Involvement in planning the 
business changes & benefit 
delivery 

..491*** .540*** 1.000     

Involvement in post 
implementation review of TCQ 

.354*** .242** .377*** 1.000    

Involvement in post imp'tation 
review of business changes & 
benefits 

.439*** .293*** .575*** ..618*** 1.000 
*
  

Success .189** -.029 .161 .150 .278*** 1.000  

Satisfaction .202** -.091 .007 .123 .183** .425*** 1.000 

 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
*** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
(Note: only organisations with a PMO included, N=109) 
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Table 4:  Correlation matrix of PMO involvement in key project practices and satisfaction with practices 
 

 

Involvement 
in 

identifying & 
quantifying 

benefits 

Involvement in 
planning 

technology 
implementation 

Involvement in 
planning the 

business changes 
& benefit delivery 

Involvement in 
post 

implementation 
review of TCQ 

Involvement in post 
implementation 

review of business 
changes & benefits 

Satisfaction 
with identifying 

benefits 

Satisfaction 
with technology 

delivery 
planning 

Satisfaction with 
organisational  

change & benefit 
planning 

Satisfaction with 
TCQ review  

Satisfaction with 
evaluation and 

review of 
changes & 

benefits 

Involvement  in Identifying 
& quantifying benefits 

1.000          

Involvement  in planning 
technology 
implementation 

.383*** 1.000         

Involvement in planning 
the business changes & 
benefit delivery 

.491*** .540*** 1.000 
       

Involvement in post 
implementation review of 
TCQ 

.354*** .242** .377*** 1.000 
      

Involvement in post 
implementation review of 
business changes & 
benefits 

.439*** .293*** .575*** .618*** 1.000 
     

Satisfaction with 
identifying benefits 

.080 -.028 .184** .115 .279*** 1.000 
    

Satisfaction with 
technology delivery 
planning 

.022 .018 .028 .119 .255*** .251*** 1.000   
 

Satisfaction with 
organisational change & 
benefit planning 

.059 -.080 .109 .098 .226** .375*** .242** 1.000  
 

Satisfaction with  TCQ 
review  

.111 -.121 .073 .151 .215** .347*** .346*** .418*** 1.000 
 

Satisfaction with 
evaluation & review of  
changes and benefits 

-.-.034 -.177 .098 .105 .219** .461** .285*** .443*** .503*** 1.000 

 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
*** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
(Note: only organisations with a PMO included, N=109) 


