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Abstract
Purpose â€“ The purpose of this paper is to summarise a doctoral thesis that has been defended in 2007
and to share scientific results on a recent organisational phenomenon, the Project Management Office
(PMO), in a context where most of the literature is currently coming from consultants. The focus of this
research bears on the PMO transformation process rather than on the description of their great variety.
Results bring into question some established paradigms on PMOs.
Design/methodology/approach â€“ The methodological strategy is based upon a constructivist
epistemology. Just as organisations are complex social entities, so too are the specific organisational
project management structures that encompass PMOs. The methodological strategy is designed to
understand such complexity. Results reported in the thesis are based upon a grounded theory
approach where over 60 interviews from four large organisations were analysed to uncover the process
of transformation of organisational project management.
Findings â€“ There are two primary findings. First, a PMO should not be considered as an isolated
island in the organisation, but rather as one part of an archipelago, defined as the organisational
project management. Second, the organisation project management and specifically the PMO evolve
continuously adapting to changes in their external or internal environment or as an answer to internal
tensions.
Originality/value â€“ From an academic perspective, the originality of this research rests primarily on
its non-positivist epistemology to the study of PMOs and particularly with the mobilisation of a social
conceptual framework. From the professional perspective, it provides PMO managers with a fresh look
at their own configuration and it gives them means to understand their evolution through their
particular history. Being able to do this reflection, managers making decisions on structural
dimensions are more critical of the advices from outsiders.
Keywords Project management, Organizational performance, Research work
Paper type Research paper
Summary of the doctoral dissertation
Quite often over the last decade, the observation has been made that organisations are
facing a new context characterized by increased competition, increased rates of
product, service and process innovation and an increasing emphasis on time to market.
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Organisations have responded to these challenges by developing new, more flexible
organisational forms (Pettigrew, 2003) in which projects are both more numerous and
more strategically important ( Jamieson and Morris, 2004). As part of the response to
these new challenges and as part of the movement to increase both the number and the
strategic importance of projects many organisations have implemented a new
organisational entity, the most common name for which is the Project Management
Office (PMO). The PMO has been addressed extensively in the professional literature
(Crawford, 2002; Englund et al., 2003; Kendall and Rollins, 2003). However, there has
been very little theoretical or empirical research on the topic.
This paper is aligned with the present vitality found in the movement to rethink the
field of project management (Maylor, 2006). The project management research
literature is opening up to new paradigms departing from the more traditional
positivist approach. There are already propositions on the table to build new theories
of project management (Andersen, 2006; Turner, 2006). Theorizing project
management at the organisational level is also being pursued (Artto and Wikstrom,
2005; Crawford, 2006). However, an integrating link at the organisational level that
would group all parts of project management as a true field of organisational
management is still missing. We argue that the concept of organisational project
management is the missing link (Aubry et al., 2007).
The investigation of PMOs is proposed here as a starting point for the development
of a theory of organisational project management. Organisation-wide project
management activity can be more readily investigated in organisations with PMOs
because project activity tends to be concentrated and more visible in these
organisations. The complexity of PMOs has already been documented through the
description of the variety in both the forms and the functions of PMOs (Hobbs, 2007;
Hobbs and Aubry, 2007). This paper presents the summary results of in-depth
investigations of organisational project management in four organisations, each of
which has undergone successive restructurings (Aubry, 2007 for the complete thesis).
A total of eleven organisational transformations have been analysed. An historical
approach is employed in order to capture the richness of the organisational
transformations and their underlying processes.
This research is based upon a constructivist epistemology; it represents a major
change relative to the more traditional and positivist approach to project management
research (Bredillet, 2006; Williams, 2005). In the constructivist epistemology, the
phenomenon is in the reality and the researcher is part of the interaction that takes
place between him/her and the object of study. It modifies the more traditional
researcher role by â€œlisteningâ€� to the reality (Midler, 1994). In the case of PMOs, this
position is worthwhile as theories are almost nonexistent and the complexity found in
the reality cannot be explained using existing simple models and a positivist approach.
Just as organisations are complex social entities, so too are the specific organisational
project management structures that encompass PMOs.
In this perspective, the PMO could be seen as a socially-constructed entity that is
part of a complex organisational system. Taking this approach will give a completely
new vision of the PMO. Instead of having an ad hoc picture we will follow the evolution
of this entity along with the evolution of its parent organisation from an historical
co-evolutionary perspective.
Van de Ven (2007) proposes the concept of engaged scholarship defined â€œas a
participative form of research for obtaining the different perspectives of key
stakeholders (researchers, users, clients, sponsors, and practitioners) in studying
complex problemsâ€�. Inspired by Van de Ven (2007), the methodology proposed here
brings together the different points of view of key people involved with PMOs. There is
a combination of qualitative and quantitative instruments that permit to uncover
some of the essential elements and properties of organisational project management.
A true interplay between qualitative and quantitative methods is necessary for the
emergence of dense, well-developed, integrated, and comprehensive theory (Strauss
and Corbin, 1998; Van de Ven, 2007).
Four organisations have participated in the research. All have high levels of product
innovation. All have several thousand employees and have highly developed project
management methods and practices. They are from different economic sectors
(financial services, telecommunications, and multi-media). Both qualitative and
quantitative data were gathered from company documents and systems and from
interviews. The data collection covered the period from before the implementation of
the first PMO to end of the study in 2006. It was important to cover a sufficient number
of years for the history and the evolution of the PMOs to be revealed. The time period
under investigation in each of the four organisations was, respectively, 12, 10, 8 and 4
years. Each organisation reconfigured its PMOs every two to four years. This result is
in line with the survey results that showed that half of the 500 PMOs were less than
two years old. (Hobbs, 2007; Hobbs and Aubry, 2007), The unit of analysis is the
organisational transformation around an implementation or a reconfiguration of a
PMO. The sample is made up of eleven organisational transformations: four cases of
implementing first PMOs and seven cases of reconfiguring existing PMOs.
The organisational transformations have been modelled using a framework based
on conditions, action/interaction and consequences proposed by Strauss and Corbin
(1998). These three elements form a process that repeats itself, consequences becoming
the conditions for the next iteration. In this approach, the PMO in one period is seen as
a temporary state resulting from previous conditions and generating new
consequences. This sequence constitutes the PMO structuring process, which is
illustrated in Figure 1.
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The conditions that lead to an organisational transformation have been grouped under
four themes: events from the surrounding social system, internal events, the
philosophy of management and tensions to be resolved. The action/interaction element
corresponds to the structuring itself. New tensions are among the consequences of the
restructuring. Other consequences exist but the focus here is on the new tensions that
are created.
With the particular evolving context of the PMO, its contribution to organisational
performance poses a challenge as the assessment should follow the same pattern of
evolution. The concurrent values framework was mobilised to assess organisational
performance (Cameron and Quinn, 1999). The strength of this framework is that it
offers multiple concurrent views of the performance along two dimensions: control
versus flexibility, internal versus external focus. Results show a wide variety of
performance criteria to assess PMOs that all exist at the same time. Figure 2 shows
examples of those criteria.
Context of the thesis
This thesis is part of a research program on PMOs undertaken since 2005 at the
University of Quebec at Montreal (UQAM) and is under the umbrella of the Research
Chair in Project Management with Brian Hobbs as director www.pmchair.uqam.ca.
My more than 20 years as a senior project manager and my ten years of involvement in
PMOs, together with my desire to join the academic community, drove me to undertake
this PhD project.
This thesis is a partial requirement for the obtaining of the PhD title in business
administration from a joint programme of the four major universities in Montreal,
Quebec, Canada: McGill University, HEC Montreal, Concordia University and
FLEXIBILITY
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Sales results
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Recruit people with creative background
Stakeholders participation in methodology
and processes
INTERNAL FOCUS
Figure 2.
Some criteria to assess the
PMOâ€™s contribution to
organisational
performance
EXTERNAL FOCUS
Quality in product
Satisfaction of sponsor
Satisfaction of customer
Circulation of information
Capacity to act
Control of time and cost
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Benefits management
Best use of PMO resources
Portfolio equilibrium
Predictability of capacity to deliver
Project success
Rational Goals
CONTROL
UniversiteÌ� du QueÌ�bec aÌ€ MontreÌ�al (UQAM). The doctorate programme contains three
phases and is expected to last four years for full time students. The first phase targets
students that are missing prerequisite in their research field. The second phase is the
doctorate course work and includes the formation of the Phase II committee.
PhD students must follow seven courses: one compulsory course on pedagogy, four
courses in the main field of the research, two others courses on the complementary field
and at least one methodology course. This phase ends with a comprehensive exam that
takes different forms depending on the university where the student is attached. At
UQAM, the PhD student produces three reports each one answering a specific question
from a member of his thesis committee. When reports are accepted by the Phase II
committee, a presentation is then made by the student to present the results. This
presentation closes the Phase II.
The third phase begins with the research proposal and ends with the final defence of
the thesis. It includes the formation of a Phase III committee. Once the research
proposal is accepted by the committee, there is a public presentation by the student.
At this point, the literature review, and the theoretical chapters are in an advanced
state and the methodology has been finalized. Access to field sites should also have
been secured. Then, data collection can start along with the data analysis. In my
particular case, I worked on the first organisation in-depth with a very grounded
approach, leaving my conceptual framework aside (as much as I could), collecting and
analysing data almost at the same time. From this analysis, patterns started to emerge.
I then challenged my initial conceptual framework with the emerging one. This is
where I realised that the transformation process was much more an issue for people
working around the PMO environment than its characteristics. I adjusted my interview
guide and then collected data from two others organisations. The analysis from these
sites showed the same patterns as in the first organisation. I produced a new model
that I validated in the fourth and last organisation.
The writing of the thesis itself took me about four months of intensive work before
I could deliver it to my thesis committee. I had a chance to dialogue quite often with one
or the other member of my committee during that period. When my Phase III
committee accepted the thesis, the process of the defence was then undertaken. It took
approximately three months before the day.
Many activities of diffusion took place along the doctoral process. First, the
theoretical framework was presented in 2006 at the EURAM conference in both the
project management track and the doctoral colloquium. From this I gained fruitful
feedback and discussion from prominent researchers in management and in project
management fields. In addition, the paper was selected for publication in a special issue
of IJPM (Aubry et al., 2007). The historical approach used in this thesis was presented
in a paper at EURAM 2007 and was again selected for publication in a special issue of
IJPM (Aubry et al., 2008). The PMO as an organisational innovation was the theme
of a third paper presented at the IRNOP 2007 conference and was again selected
for publication in a special issue of IJPM (Hobbs et al., 2008). Secondly, multiple
communications have taken place within a community of practices on PMOs under the
auspices of Project Management Institute, Montreal Chapter. Finally, results have been
presented to the organisations from which data have been collected and in response to
several invitations to speak at various venues. This gives the opportunity to make
sense from results of this research, both for the professionals and for the researchers.
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In addition, results from this thesis when integrated with the results from other
phases of the research programme offer a rich framework to analyse PMOs and their
transformation in their specific context. From this knowledge, managers are in a
position to make decisions about a PMO structure and are in a better position to
construct a new configuration with the capability of solving current tensions or
reacting to events in the light of the unavoidable consequences. Since 2007, workshops
have been successfully held in Australia, Canada and Europe using this approach.
Partial results of the overall programme have been presented in Hobbs and Aubry
(2008) and a monograph of the overall results to date will be published by PMI in 2009
(Hobbs and Aubry, 2009). Additional research on the transformation of PMOs is
currently underway.
Discussion and conclusions
The analysis presented here makes several contributions to the study of organisations
and organisational project management. It confirms that the PMO is deeply embedded
in its host organisation, and that the two co-evolve. The study also shows that
organisational tensions are among the primary drivers behind the implementation and
reconfiguration of PMOs. The playing out of these tensions brings into focus the
importance of organisational politics. The analysis shows that PMOs and more
generally the structures put in place to manage multiple projects are part of a political
system that plays an important role in organisations (Morgan, 1989). In the project
management literature, power and politics are often treated with an instrumental
approach through risk management and stakeholder management (Magenau and
Pinto, 2004). The analysis here shows that power and politics should be examined at
the organisational level and integrated into organisational project management.
The PMO is an organisational innovation in the sense that it is a recent and
important phenomenon. But if it is an innovation it is unstable and still evolving both
in individual organisations and in the population of organisations as a whole. If the
institutionalisation process is at work, the results are not yet visible. Given the
ever-changing nature of organisations, it may take considerable time before a
discernable pattern emerges, if it emerges at all.
The PMOâ€™s contribution to the organisational performance can be seen as the result
of multiple coexisting values within an organisation, as analysed with the competing
values framework. It can explain part of the internal tensions at play along the control
and flexibility dimension or along the internal/external focus but at the same time, far
from being problematic, these different values participate to the dynamic life of the
organisation.
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