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Myth—*“A person or thing having only an imaginary or
unverifiable existence.”

Mythical—“Having qualities suitable to myth.”

Several years ago I was implementing a software tool within a
project office organization. The nature of the tool required a
thorough understanding of their organizational structure and
the project reporting requirements. As I delved into the structure
of the organization it became obvious the project office managed
and directed the project managers. The project managers be-
longed to the project office. The business units sought the best
managers for their projects. The project office assigned the proj-
ect managers based on the needs of the projects and the avail-
ability of the project managers. The organization had mixed the
best aspects of a consulting model with the need to maintain the
organizational expertise that the internal project managers of-
fered. And it all seemed to work. Often, ways of organizing busi-
ness such as the project office achieve a certain mythical nature,
they are discussed as if they are real but are imaginary. And to ac-
tually verify their existence is beyond the ability of the practi-
tioner. Seeing a successful “all purpose” project office
organization turned ideas that had been mythical into tangible
realities. Knowing it had been done successfully gave me an as-
surance that it could be repeated by mere mortals.

Our intent is not to provide the ultimate Project Office struc-
ture for Information Technology (IT) organizations nor is it to
expound on the virtues of any given organization. Our focus is
to define the context of IT project offices, identify areas that are
critical to the success of Project Offices and present techniques
that have worked in the real world to help organizations develop
and implement quality IT solutions.

Underlying any discussion of project offices are the forces
that drive the need and the structure of project work within an
organization. Answering the following questions will help put
that work in context.

1. What is the nature of Information Technology work?

2. What is the organizational context of project offices?

3. What are the mission and objectives of the project office and
how do these affect the structure of the project office?

The purpose of project offices range from organizing project
work to correlating IT work to business needs to scheduling re-

sources to tracking costs to finding silver bullets. Fulfilling the va-
riety of purposes for Project Offices has resulted in a wide vari-
ety of organizational structures. Frequently the names are the
same for organizations whose missions are radically different and
just as frequently different names are given to organizations
with very similar missions. To ease communication the variety
of Project Office structures will be reduced to four fairly arbitrary

types.

The Method

The current paper is based on the ideas gleaned from the expe-
rience of the authors in working on project teams, managing
projects and development groups, implementing project man-
agement and control tools, and watching organizations. The
credential the authors have that is fairly unique is that we have
both participated in the implementation of enterprise project
management and control software in numerous organizations.
A great benefit of adding a tool to someone’s tool chest is that you
get to see the other tools they are using for the job. These orga-
nizations either had well established project offices or were ac-
tively developing some form of project office. Many of the good
ideas we might lay claim to are actually theirs.

An exhaustive literature search was not performed but nu-
merous reference materials were utilized in the validation of
concepts and in transforming some of the best practices refer-
enced into useable tools. Since the focus of the paper was on
practical ideas for IT project offices, much of the material either
did not apply directly to IT or applies but is still more theoreti-
cal than practical. But there are some great project office insights
and practical ideas found in books such as “The Project Office”
by Thomas Block and J. Davidson Frame or “Project Portfolio
Management” edited by Lowell Dye and James Pennypacker.

Gathering ideas from practitioners in working project offices
was done with a series of interviews. A questionnaire was devel-
oped to facilitate the interview process (see Exhibit 1). The in-
tent of the questionnaire was to elicit the stories behind the
project offices and the techniques and ideas that worked for
others. Much of the initial response to the interview questions
has been incorporated into this paper but the number of inter-
views completed at the time of this writing is not sufficient to
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Exhibit 1. Project Office Interview Questions

1 What is the name of your Project Office?

2 What are some key words that you would use to classify this Project Office?

(Supporting, directing, educating, managing, monitoring, etc.)

3 How is the Project Office organized? (Develop an annotated organization chart.)

4 What is the mission of the Project Office? What are the goals of the Project Office?
How is the success of the Project Office in satisfying the mission or goals measured?

5 Whatis the relationship of the Project Office to the organization as a whole?

6 Whatis the relationship of the Project Office to the products and services provided

by the organization?

7 Who are the customers of the Project Office? (An annotated organizational
organization chart may be one approach to answering this question.)

8 What are the expectations of the customers for the Project Office?

9 How is the IT work of the organization planned and organized? What is the role of the

Project Office in that work?

10 What do the staff working under the Project Office structure do each day? Are there monthly
and weekly cycles of activity? Are there project phase cycles of activity?

11 What is the life cycle (or anticipated life cycle) of the Project Office?

12 What are the top 5 things the Project Office does to support organizational objectives?
13 What are the top 5 techniques or tools used by the Project Office to further the objectives

of the Project Office?

14 What are the successes or failures of the Project Office that may help others succeed?

make any interesting claims of common practices shared by all
successful project offices.

The integration of personal or organizational experience and
knowledge, the experience and tools provided by practitioners
and educators in numerous publications, and the focused in-
teraction with other professionals on what has worked for them
provides has provided a workable framework for our research.
It is also the first strategy that we recommend for the develop-
ment or improvement of project offices.

The Nature of Information Technology Work

Understanding the requirements for and the products of an IT
project office requires an understanding of the typical work that
is done within information technology organizations. Consider
the following scenarios:

+ Joe’s connection to the network does not work ...

+ The HR system will not handle the compensation package re-
quired by a new law ...

+ The MRP system is inefficient and costs too much to main-
tain ...

+ Canadian postal codes are not printing correctly from the
sales contact system ...

+ The network is outdated and needs to be replaced ...

+ The fixes made to the general ledger system have failed for the
fourth time ...

+ The voice and video traffic is making a departmental server
crawl ...

+ Acquisition of new business unit requires systems integration ...
+ Vendor no longer supports mainframe utilities in use ...

+ A new product is being rolled out requiring a support help
desk ...

This is the world of IT. The resolution to these scenarios could be
development of systems, replacement of hardware, updates to soft-
ware, procurement of software or hardware, development of better
methods, etc. The resulting work includes both major projects and
minor projects, urgent needs and future needs, some supporting
strategic goals and some supporting tactical objectives. Some of the
work is directly related to the products of the organization and some
is several steps removed. The role of the project office with respect
to this work will vary with the mission of the specific project office.

Identifying or defining the relationship of the project office to
the IT work is essential. A simple technique to begin defining this
relationship is mapping the work of IT to the functions of the
project office. For example, in the scenario, “The fixes made to
the General Ledger system have failed for the fourth time ...” a
quick list can be created of possible project office functions re-
lated to the solution of this issue. Rephrasing the scenario as a
question and answering it could result in the following list.

What is the project office role with respect to the issue “The
fixes made to the General Ledger system have failed for the
fourth time ...”?

1. The project office may define the standard for release of
changes to systems.

2. The project office may define the process by which work is
initiated.

3. The project office may manage the project manager.

4. The project office may identify resources with the skills to
perform tasks on the project plan.

5. The project office may define the quality measures that
caused the issue to be classified as a problem.

A common understanding of the IT work and the possible
project office roles can help to clarify the mission and the project
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Exhibit 2. Hypothetical Organization Chart
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office and eventually help determine the services and products
that need to be offered by the project office.

The Organizational Context

In addition to the need to understand the work, it is necessary
to understand the organizational structure within which the
project office operates. A hypothetical information technology
focused organization chart is shown in Exhibit 2.

The arrows on in the exhibit point to some of the locations
within the organization that an IT project office might be posi-
tioned in the reporting structure. All five of the locations spec-
ified within the organization could be reasonable for a project
office related to manufacturing systems. A project office whose
mission is to coordinate the implementation of a new MRP sys-
tem could reasonably placed in positions 1, 4, or 5. The project
office tasked with leading the organization in becoming a level
4 in their software process maturity might be placed in positions
2,3 orevenl.

Often the position of the project office within an organization
is set before the mission of the project office is determined. An
Information Systems Quality Assurance group that is desig-
nated as the project office for all information systems is likely to
be in position 2 of our hypothetical organization chart, report-
ing to the CIO. The ideal world may dictate that position 1, re-
porting to the CEO, would be better due to the coordination
necessary of all IT work for all divisions in the company.

Combining the nature of the IT work and the organizational
context provides a view of the enterprise that is useful in devel-
oping the products and services of the project office. Before
these products and services can be defined the mission or pur-
pose of the project office must be understood.

The Mission of the IT Project Office

The mission of the Solutions Center at Eli Lilly is “to produce
quality systems with low defects in short periods of time to sup-
port the business.” The mission of many year 2000 project offices

7

was to prevent interruption or losses to the business due to the
issues related to the year 2000. The mission of project offices ded-
icated to the implementation of a major financial or ERP system
is the successful implementation of the financial or ERP system.
The mission of many project support offices is to provide the key
decision makers with accurate, consistent data on the planning,
scheduling, and tracking of all IT projects.

Though the mission of each of these project offices is differ-
ent, the techniques used in accomplishing the goals may have a
significant amount of overlap. All of the project office types
could use the weekly collection of effort, cost, and status data as
a technique to help in achieving the goals. Conversely, there are
many techniques or tools that are appropriate for a project of-
fice whose mission is quality improvement that does not apply
to the temporary project office (e.g., the ERP implementation
project office). Coordination and delivery of project manage-
ment training is usually controlled by an organization that is not
focused solely on one product.

The activities supporting the implementation of a new finan-
cial system may involve the management of all projects related
to the financial system, the reporting to key stakeholders on the
status of the project. Accomplishing this may require training,
administrative support, reporting systems, etc. But everything is
focused on the one objective, implementing the system.

What becomes apparent is that there are different types of
project offices and every one has its unique aspects. Combining
the mission with the nature of the IT work for the organization
and the organizational context provides a basis for determining
the activities of the project office. The combination of these as-
pects also provides us with the ability to classify the general
types of project office types.

IT Project Office Types

It is difficult to get a handle on the common themes behind proj-
ect offices given the variety of reasons project offices are created
and the contexts within which they exist. Since the work of the
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project office is directly related the mission and context behind
the project office it is helpful to identify the types of project of-
fices. For simplicity sake we have defined four types of project of-
fices for the purposes of this paper.

1. Project Support Office (PSO)—Provide administrative sup-
port for project selection, tracking and reporting. Examples in-
clude a Quality Assurance group that is given ownership of the
project control tool and the change control process but has little
involvement with the project work being monitored. The PSO role
is primarily external to the project work of the IT organization.

2. Project Management Office (PMO)—Provide project sup-
port office functions and provides staff in key roles in the man-
agement of projects. An example would be the professional
services organization for a consulting firm where the project
management office supplies the project manager for all projects.
The role is primarily internal as it relates to any given project.

3. Program Office—Provide initiative or program coordina-
tion or ownership. Examples include Y2K project office or the
program office for a major system implementation such as SAP.
Often, very large system development projects have a program
office that controls all aspects of the project. The program office
can also be viewed as a super project. The program office follows
the project lifecycle and will come to an end once the purpose is
fulfilled and the work transferred back to the other groups
within the organization.

4. Project Office—Provide project support office functions
plus methods development, and project audit, resource alloca-
tion, and project consulting roles. The project office may also
manage the project managers similar to the PMO. The differen-
tiating aspect is that the project office is more consulting or
mentoring oriented. The role of the Project Office in projects is
a combination of both the external roles typified by the PSO and
the internal roles typified by the PMO. Of all of the types the
Project Office is the most likely to include “portfolio manage-
ment” as one of its key roles.

References to the project office in lower case will be general and
not specific to one of the types introduced above. Differing
views on the subject may place the Project Office under the
Program Office where the Program Office would have reporting
to it several Project Offices. Even the acronym used, PMO, is used
in other places for either the Project or the Program Management
Office. The classifications listed here been made for the purpose
of simplifying the discussion of the activities carried out by the
project office.

The Work of the Project Office

Understanding the types of project offices and the nature of the
IT world may help in the development of the project office proj-
ect charter. It does not provide you with the foundation of what
to do and when to do it. Successful implementation of project of-
fices requires an understanding of the work that is done and the
deliverables that are produced.

Much of the work of the project office is cyclic. There are two
primary cycles that the project office lives by; first the time cycle,

and second the project cycle. Activities that relate to the time cycle
are the processing of timesheets or the generation of monthly re-
ports. Activities relating to the project cycle are coordination of
project selection process, or mentoring project managers in use
of a scheduling tool. Many activities do not fit as neatly into a
cycle. These include activities such as administering a project
management and control software tool, implementing a mea-
surement program or creating a systems development method.
While there are numerous tasks performed by any project of-
fice listing a few of these will help put the work in context. The
following are those that are frequently identified with more ex-
tensive project offices.
+ Timesheet generation
+ Timesheet processing
+ Project Management/Control Tool Administration
+ Project Management/Control Tool Selection
+ Develop standards and procedures
+ Audit Projects
+ Coordinate change control board
+ Design/Develop management reports
+ Coordinate project meetings
+ Allocate resources to projects
+ Forecasting for the IT organization
+ Generate weekly management reports
+ Generate monthly management reports
+ Review project documentation
+ Project quality assurance
+ Generate project status reports
+ Develop methods
+ Coordinate steering committee
*+ Monitor PM certification
+ Deliver PM tool training
+ Budget preparation
* Procure PM Training
+ Procure PM Tool Training
+ Deliver training
+ Schedule Projects
* Generate project exception reports
+ Maintain project reporting code tables
It is useful to view this work is in the weekly cycle within
which many of the tasks are completed. Typical weekly cycle ori-
ented activities are shown in Exhibit 3. Some of the key project
manager or project team member activities are shown in bold.
This view is useful to help everyone involved to understand of
what must be done by whom for a simple weekly project time ac-
counting process to be successful. Placing names or roles on the
activities in a chart like this ensures that the roles are clear.
Another view of the work is the deliverables that must be pro-
duced. The following is a list of sample deliverables that are
produced by the project office.
+ Organization Specific Project Management Methods
+ Organization Specific Software Management Methods
+ Time Accounting Standards
+ Project Approval Process Standard
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Exhibit 3. Project Office Cycles

Start of week

Generate Weekly Timesheets
(Tool dependent process)

Update Project Plans (PM)

Generate Project Oriented Reports
(e.g., major project status)

Reschedule Projects
(for comparison to baseline)

Process time sheets

Verify Time approved

Approve Time and status (PM)
Update Project Plans (PM)

Update Task Status and Timesheet
(Team Member)

+ Earned Value Reports
+ Training Program Design / Implementation Plan
+ Management Reports for all Projects
+ Design / Implement Metrics Program
+ Internal PM Certification Process
+ Risk Assessment Procedures
+ PM Tool Selection Study
+ Quality Assurance Guidelines
* Project Exception Reports
+ Resource Utilization Reports

One of the important things to note is that much of the work
of the project office has been expressed in terms of standards,
methods, and reports with a few studies in the mix. Much of the
day to day work that makes this possible is done in detailed data
collection, coordinating the cross functional teams in methods
development, preparing for and coordinating the steering com-
mittee process that selects and prioritizes projects. Add to this
mix the objective of many project offices to act as project con-
sultants and mentors to raise the general level of project man-
agement capability within the organization. The mix of all of
these aspects of the project office often results in a set of re-
quirements for the project office that is beyond the scope orig-
inally anticipated. Fortunately, we are all project managers and
dealing with scope problems is just one of the things we do.

Generate Management Reports
(Tool dependent process)

Review Assignments / Update Timesheet
(Team Member)

Facilitate Change Control Board

Monthly tasks or
project cycle tasks

Facilitate Monthly IT Steering Committee
(Project selection / prioritization)

Audit Projects
Mentor Project Teams

Assist with advanced tool techniques

Deliver PM Training

Project Office Organization

The possible work the project office may be involved with is very
broad. One organization interviewed organized the work into
three groups; the project management and control tool group,
the methodology group, and the Training group. Using that as
a model for our sample we have filled in some of the activities
for which each group is responsible. The sample organizational
framework using this approach follows.

Project Office Group

1. PM Tool Group

a. Project Initiation / Workflow Control

b. Tool Support

c. Reporting

d. Tool Training / Mentoring

2. Methodology Group

a. Writing Standards and Procedures

b. Developing Systems Development Methodologies

c. Developing templates for standard methods

3. Training Group

a. Project Management Training / Mentoring

b. Methodology / System Development training

c. Project Management Certification monitoring

The methods group is focused on standards and the concep-
tual side of how work should be approached. The Training group
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is focused on the training of project management and the method-
ologies developed or adopted by the organization. The tool group
is focused on the software used to support the PM methods
adopted by the organization. An extension of this outline would
be to insert the work activities and the deliverables listed in the
prior section in the appropriate position in the outline.

Project Offices Key Practices

The final three questions of our initial questionnaire attempted
to capture best practices of the project offices that were the focus
of the interviews.

+ What are the top five things the project office does to support
organizational (or enterprise) objectives?

+ What are the top five techniques or tools used by the project
office to further the objectives of the project office?

+ What are the successes or failures of the project office that may
help others to succeed?

The research of the authors was not intended to produce a de-
finitive list of best practices for the project office but instead to
begin building a set of practices for use in the project office tool
kit. Some of the answers to the questions are listed below.

Selected Best Practices

a. IT workflow coordination and control. The project office
should own the process by which work is identified, defined
and prioritized. It should also administer the logging and track-
ing process.

b. Develop Project Management standards by which everyone
works. Developing a common internal language and a common
approach to project management eliminates many of the com-
munication issues. Standards should be developed for the Project
Initiation process and other key processes.

c. Enterprisewide project management and control software
tool.

d. Capture actuals (hours and status) data for all project and
non-project work.

e. Develop project management standards and procedures by
which everyone works. Some standards that should be consid-
ered are:

1. Project selection/prioritization process

2. Project coding standard

3. Project management process guidelines

4. Development methodologies

5. Time / Status reporting standard

6. Performance measurement related standards and guide-
lines

f. Utilize a common set of tools peripheral to project man-
agement tools that facilitate common reporting, the sharing of
project information, project discussions. Use the Internet or in-
tranet for communication.

g. Reports, reports, reports ... the kinds of reports the project
office should provide or make available include:

1. Project status

2. Project forecast

3. Project backlog

4. Project audit

5. Resource utilization

6. Resource forecast

7. Executive summary

8. Key indicator reports

All of the above report types assume that all project cost, ef-
fort, and status data is available in a consolidated format such as
a database. The medium for delivering these reports may not be
a traditional report but instead a view in a decision support
tool or a web page in the project office web site.

h. Have good application development tools and testing tools.
The project office is often in a key role to facilitate the selection
process due to its frequent role in working with multiple devel-
opment groups within the IT organization. The methodologies
and standards are often closely tied to the development envi-
ronment.

i. Develop internal project management best practices. The
collection of best practices used within the enterprise can pro-
vide project managers with new tools to use and the project of-
fice with insights into the skills of the project managers. Two
references containing samples of software development related
best practices are available. Steve McConnell’s, “Rapid
Development,” has numerous best practices for software devel-
opment in general but many of these are applicable to the ac-
tivities of the project office. “The Program Manager’s Guide to
Software Acquisition Best Practices” lists numerous best practices
with their appropriate use and value. Internal best practices
have the advantage of having the people that utilize or develop
the practice available to train or mentor others in the use of the
practice.

The interesting aspect of responses to these questions was
that there was little mention of mentoring and coaching and
project management training in the best practices. This was cer-
tainly a key portion of the work done by the project offices re-
sponding to the questions but the best practices given focused
primarily on either the measurement activities of the project of-
fice or the establishment of an environment where project man-
agement could be successful. Expected responses like “establish
a great training program” or “establish an internal consulting
group” did not get mentioned. The activities that facilitate com-
munication of project data to management and to project man-
agers were the areas where significant project office effort has
been placed.

Conclusion

The implementation of a project office is a project just like any
other. And just like any other project the chance of success is
greatly increased by having experienced or seen the end result,
the project office, in production. The glimpse we have provided
of the context within which project offices exist and the glimpses
into practices that others have used successfully is a way of saying
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that there are IT project offices that are real, not mythical, and
there are many practitioners whose knowledge can be invaluable.
Sample implementation plans, standards and procedures, or re-
port samples are typically too sensitive for most organizations to
share with outsiders but many are willing to share their knowl-
edge and experience. Capturing their knowledge using a formal
method such as a formal interview process may help to reduce
the risks to your project office.
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