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Technology is such an integral part of everyday life, it can be 
easy to overlook the complexities inherent in bringing new 
technology into our daily routines. As users, we want—and 
expect—our technology purchases to “just work.” And for the 
most part, they do; you power on your new smartphone or 
internet-connected device and within minutes you’re online.

But for businesses, getting new technology up and running 
for the entire organization is rarely as simple as opening a 
box and pressing the power button. The period between 
when a business need is identified to the time users have 
integrated a new system into their routines can include  
multiple stakeholders, hundreds of decisions, staff changes, 
new technology, shifting priorities and more… all of which 
can, and often does, have an impact on project success. 

In fact, research from McKinsey and Company suggests that 
large IT projects run 45 percent over budget and 7 percent 
over time, while delivering 56 percent less value than  
predicted. In addition, close to half of all IT projects are  
delivered late, over budget, and/or without required features 
and functions, according to a report from the Standish Group. 
Another 18 percent are simply considered outright failures. 

And when large IT projects go south, given the size, scope 
and potential financial impact of their failure, they can put 
entire companies in jeopardy. 

http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/digital-mckinsey/our-insights/delivering-large-scale-it-projects-on-time-on-budget-and-on-value
https://www.versionone.com/assets/img/files/ChaosManifesto2013.pdf
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Why are large IT projects  
such a challenge? 

Beyond the growing general complexity and importance  
of IT projects, there are several reasons why IT projects  
consistently fail or under-deliver. To name a few:

• The right teams and the right people are not assigned 
to the right projects. Key resources may be assigned  
to too many projects which results in them setting 
priorities for their work. These resources are overcom-
mitted while other resources are under allocated. While 
a project manager may have visibility on the status of 
assignments and progress on his/her project, they don’t 
see the effect of resource problems in other projects 
which can affect their project.

• Project budgets are not accurately forecast. True  
costs are not understood, and the bottom line doesn’t 
accurately reflect the project effort. Many project costs 
are not reflected in the project task schedule, and the 
effect of project slippages/changes on forecast costs 
may not be readily visible.

• Unexpected project changes—which are inevitable— 
cannot be effectively modeled or understand. When 
a project hits a speed bump or new initiative comes 
along that inevitably impacts other projects,  
organizations struggle to evaluate their capability to 
manage the changes on the fly, from both the resource 
and cost standpoint. 
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What role does the CFO play? 

Even though as CFO you aren’t the one causing the cost 
overruns, as always, the buck stops with you. The budget is 
your responsibility—and keeping on top of it so there are no 
surprises is critical. The last thing you want is to be dragged 
in front of the board with nothing but a spreadsheet that says 
a project is 20% over budget while only 75% complete,  
without knowing why.

To help ensure your organization’s IT 
projects stay on time and on budget, it 
behooves you to find a solution to the  
typical IT project challenges before they 
become a reality. When you understand 
the challenges, and have the potential 
solutions, your standing in the company 
is elevated. 

Now, instead of being called forward to 
be held accountable for cost overruns  
or project failure, you’ll be recognized  
for implementing the solution that  
mitigated risk and prevented failure.

Portfolio project management: 
The best solution for complex IT 
project challenges

We’ve taken the first step to understanding why large IT  
projects fail: Identifying the problems. 

But that’s only half the battle. The more important step is  
determining how to solve those problems.

As with any large project, a project plan is essential to the 
success of a complex IT project. But how do you scale up a 
project plan to meet all the project requirements, and answer 
the challenges above? 

The answer lies in project  
portfolio management.
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What is PPM, and how can  
PPM software help?

Let’s start with some definitions:

• Project management is the process of planning,  
measuring, and taking corrective action to complete a  
specific project on time, within budget, and meeting  
scope and quality expectations.

• Project Portfolio Management is the process of  
aligning investments with corporate business needs  
and the analysis and proper mitigation of investment risks. 
It involves the selection of work to be managed and  
delivered as well as the oversight of progress against plan

• IT Governance is an executive management responsibility. 
It is an integral part of enterprise governance and consists 
of the leadership and organizational structures and  
processes that ensure that IT sustains and extends the 
organization’s strategies and objectives.

A project portfolio management approach helps 
organizations (and leadership teams) more  
effectively predict the outcomes of large projects. 
A PPM software solution gives organizations the 
tools through which those outcomes are defined.

By taking a PPM approach and supporting it with 
the right PPM solution, organizations will have the 
ability to answer questions such as…

• Which projects best support the corporate strategy? 

• Where should the resources from a project nearing  
completion best be allocated?

• Which programs, projects, and infrastructure support efforts 
are currently behind schedule, over budget, and why?

• Do we have enough of the right people to successfully take 
on a key initiative?

• How is the overall resource plan impacted when a new 
project is added to the portfolio?

In the following section, we’ll outline three specific problems  
facing CFOs in managing large IT projects–and three ways a 
PPM solution helps solve them.
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Three ways a Project  
Portfolio Management solution 
helps solve the complex IT  
projects problem

Find—and assign—the right people  
for the right project 
 
The due diligence is done and the “GO” decision has been 
made. Now it’s time to make it happen. Who should manage 
this project, who in the user organization is the key  
stakeholders, and who are the key resources required?

Resource management is the key to a successful PPM  
process. You need to be sure that the resources assigned to 
a project are available. IT projects usually involve resources 
that are working on more than one project, plus they have 
work on operational efforts like support very often. And  
they do have vacations and other professional development 
initiatives. So how do you effectively manage your resources 
with respect to their individual schedules? 

A project portfolio management solution doesn’t just give 
you visibility into a single project and its assigned resources; 
it gives you visibility into everyone’s time, across all projects 
and tasks. Thus, when project managers request resources 
for a project from the functional or line managers, those  
managers have visibility into all projects and resources, and 
can understand any project dependencies and the impact 
new work has on other work before making personnel  
decisions. 

The best PPM solutions also feature robust reporting and 
analytics that show how effectively your IT organization is 
planning and managing resources and monitoring project 
progress against the established schedule. You can monitor 
progress, adjust resources on the fly and address issues as 
they arise.

With visibility into the status of all projects and all resources, 
managers can effectively analyze the situation when things 
don’t go as planned, and effectively report back to you what’s 
happening and the appropriate recovery approach.

SOLVING THE  
RESOURCE 
RIDDLE
Your PPM solution gives you a  
centralized view into all of your 
resources, so you can:

 Assess overall capacity.

 
 Understand employee  
 skills and availability

 Assign the right tasks  
 to the right resources.

1
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Handle “project capitalization” effectively
 
If your organization has chosen to capitalize IT project  
efforts, your PPM system must be capable of handling this.  
That means including a method to plan projects using templates 
which properly identify the project phases and tasks which can 
be capitalized and accurately tracking the effort and costs on 
those items. The cost management functionality of the PPM 
system must also be capable of budgeting and forecasting by 
capital and expense categories.

Concise PPM reporting of actual capitalized costs during the 
year can have great benefits to the entire organization, not  
just IT. Consider the situation where progress on a major  
capitalizable project has fallen behind schedule. Your PPM  
system can forecast that this project is not likely to be able to 
use all the capital that was originally planned by year’s end. 
That capital could be allocated to other IT projects or even  
other capital procurements in the overall organization.  

Naturally, this poses a challenge for the CFO as it falls to  
their purview to accurately forecast that “capital” work on all 
projects, and ensure it meets the capital budget established 
by the organization. What happens if IT falls behind, or another 
priority project or crisis takes precedence and the department 
won’t be able to expend the “capitalizable effort” by year’s end? 
Without full visibility into resource and budget allocation, that 
capital will be lost.

The visibility provided by a PPM solution solves this challenge. 
Project managers and stakeholders can clearly see where gaps 
are, and can quickly re-allocate unused budget to other items—
such as equipment procurement for example.

Beyond budget cross-project visibility and budget  
re-allocation, your PPM provides numerous additional financial 
management advantages. You can track ROI and expenditures 
by both project and across your organization’s entire portfolio.

REALIZING 
YOUR ROI
Your PPM solution gives you full 
visibility into every project and your 
organization’s complete portfolio
(including everyday work),  
so you can:

 Accurately realize cost  
 and benefit estimates

 
 Reduce risk and  
 maximize ROI

 Streamline your financial 
 management activities

2
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Handle evolving scenarios  
and model alternatives 
 
If all projects went from start to finish without a bump in the 
road, we wouldn’t need comprehensive project management 
solutions at all. But the seamless project is rare, and when it 
comes to complex IT projects, even more so. How your  
organization handles evolving requirements and what can and 
can’t be done effectively goes a long way towards ensuring 
overall project success—and profitability. 

Let’s say you’ve received a report from your project manager 
that a key project has slipped off schedule, and that three key 
resources are out of office on a training course for the next 
week. In addition, you just got an email from your compliance 
manager that a new regulation is coming into effect at the end 
of the month that affects yet another project. And, you’ve got a 
request on your desk that the HR department has a new talent 
management system they want to implement—this quarter.

Determining how to proceed is where your PPM solution  
can shine. Using a modeler, present in best-in-class PPM 
solution, you can quickly and easily see what resources can 
be stretched, or shifted from one project or another, and the 
impact those changes have. You can even model scenarios 
that include canceling or postponing projects, and the impact 
those will have on budget, resources, other projects and the 
organization overall. 

Note that the modeler doesn’t actually change the projects—it 
literally presents you with a “what if” model that you can adjust 
until you find the scenario that works best, and then present 
that scenario to your senior managers, PMO, or IT Governance 
Board to evaluate.

PUTTING THE
PUZZLE TOGETHER
Your PPM solution helps you  
understand how all your projects  
and efforts work together so you  
can focus your resources in the  
right way:

 View and prioritize all 
 incoming requests in a  
 central repository 

 
 Proactively manage  
 inter-project dependencies

 Build templated  
 frameworks to help  
 govern different types  
 of work requests

3
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Finding the right PPM  
solution for your organization

Now that we’ve established the ways a PPM solution can help you 
conquer your IT project challenges, the next logical question is:  
 

What solution is right for you and  
your organization? 

The PPM software market is mature and there are a number of 
solutions available. Here are four questions to help you find the 
right solution for your unique needs.

Does it integrate 
with our existing  
solutions?

The ability to fully integrate your PPM with  
your organization’s current processes and 
technology is obviously critical to a successful 
deployment. Having a PPM system which can 
integrate the tools the organization already 
uses means less time to complete the  
deployment. And less PPM user input if  
existing systems can supply data automatically. 
Ensure your chosen vendor talks to your  
current solutions.

How is it deployed?

There’s no easy answer to whether you should look for an 
on-premise, hosted solution or a cloud-based solution. Each has its 
own benefits, and every organization has unique needs. Consider, 
however, the rapid pace of technology changes, and the ease of 
deployment of a cloud-based solution. If the main requirement for 
your solution is an internet browser, then you’ve already  
eliminated a fair amount of complexity. Ensure your chosen  
vendor has deployment options that meet your needs.

TIP: To learn more about what  
makes a great PPM solution, 
download our checklist, 7 Things 
to Look for in a Project Portfolio 
Management Solution.

DOWNLOAD NOW



10The CFO’s Guide to Managing Complex IT Projects

 
WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE?
We’ve talked at length about some of the specific challenges IT projects 
face. But there’s a simpler—and some would say important—step that 
comes first: Defining what success looks like for your project. Here are  
a few questions to ask to make sure your project is on the right path  
from Day One:

     What is the purpose of this project/investment?

     What specific benefits will the organization realize from it?

     How will we measure those benefits?

Think about the projects you and your team are working on right now.  
Can you answer these questions? Perhaps more importantly, can your  
team and the rest of the project stakeholders?

These questions need to be answered clearly and concisely from the  
beginning of any project, and communicated clearly to all stakeholders and 
all participants, not just once, but often throughout the life of the project.

Defining these outcomes early will go a long way towards seeing a project 
through to a successful finish.

What’s the implementation  
plan look like?

Guess what: Implementing a PPM solution is a large 
IT project! It is critical that the PPM vendor has 
significant experience implementing PPM with other 
organizations similar to yours. Ensure your chosen 
vendor has deployed its solution in organizations 
like yours in the past (ask for references) and that 
their processes are fully documented. 

Will it meet our needs tomorrow? 

A common mistake organizations new to PPM  
make is trying to do too much during their initial 
implementation. The most successful implementa-
tions have followed a phased approach, which gets 
some basic PPM functions operational quickly (such 

as timekeeping first when the organization has no previous 
project based timekeeping/status experience), followed by 
adding other functionality such as enterprise reporting and 
dashboards. Ensure your chosen vendor is flexible and  
offers customization options that will meet your needs  
today and tomorrow.
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What’s next?

Using the information laid out in this e-book, you should have 
a good idea of how a PPM solution can help you and your 
organization more effectively manage your large, complex IT 
projects, and you should know the right questions to ask a 
potential vendor. 

The PPM experts at EPM Live are available to help you 
decide if EPM Live is the right solution for you. 

EPM Live is a project portfolio management solution 
that helps organizations manage resources, project and 
work more efficiently and cost-effectively. 

Based on the Microsoft SharePoint platform, EPM Live gives 
your business a “best of breed” PPM solution. Which can be 
implemented quickly, blend with your existing IT processes, 
and produce a fast ROI. EPM Live helps you address the  
following issues:

• Resources working on multiple efforts.

• Budgeting and forecasting all costs including  
Capital and Expense.

• Providing all levels of management with timely  
status and cost information, and the ability to  
evaluate recovery approaches.

Take the free trial and see for yourself, or contact us today  
to talk to one our specialists.

TAKE THE 
TRIAL

TALK TO AN  
EXPERT


