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THE INFORMATION MANAGEMENT FORUM  

MISSION STATEMENT 

The IMF is the best source for unbiased, shared information in IT. We provide the highest 

quality personal service for a select group of members and work to be the best value in 

their IT budget. 

The Information Management Forum was founded by five CIO’s who envisioned peer-to-peer 

learning in a strictly vendor-free environment. Though vendor-sponsored networks and research 

companies have expanded and saturated the IT landscape over time, IMF’s goal since its                 

beginning in 1975 has been to be the best source of shared information in IT for a select group 

of members while remaining strictly vendor-free. The diverse base of members utilizes IMF as 

an extension of their staff to achieve their goals. For over thirty years one constant remains the 

same: IMF’s only motive is its members’ success. 

MEMBERSHIP BENEFITS 

 

IMF FORUMS (MEETINGS AND WEB-BASED) are open to the entire 

IT Organization, as well as for the HR functions that support IT. Forums are 

kept small and interactive, and include dozens of meetings and Web Forums 

that enable direct peer-to-peer interaction on topics of broad interest. 

 

IMF CONNECT forms ad hoc focus groups to answer specific questions. 

Our members tap the experience of their peers to get answers to challenges 

that they are facing within their own organizations. The IMF facilitates and 

project manages these discussions and produces final summaries for our busy 

members. 

 

IMF REPORTS provide a rich archive of real-world experience                       

participants can draw on as they address their issues and challenges. More 

than 900 reports covering the full spectrum of IT issues and challenges are 

available online. 

 

IMF BENCHMARK FORUM allows unlimited, on-demand access to 

benchmark data to be used for comparative business analysis. 

Visit us online at: www.theIMF.com 
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Quality Improvements for Your IT Project Portfolio is based on a Web Forum presentation 

given by Michael Bender, an IT Financial Management Consultant. Mr. Bender has many 

years of experience as an IT Finance lead and this report captures some of his brilliant                

insights. There are a lot of questions around project ROI and many IT executives don’t know 

how to translate their project’s value to the business. Business cases are critical in terms of IT 

Portfolio Management and you’re going to discover how to properly build one in a way that 

gets your project recognized.   

Now it’s not enough to have a business case. A case study used in this report shows the          

correlation between quality business cases and IT project spend at an industry leading tech 

company. Unfortunately, many organizations struggle with culture, process, and consistency 

issues relating to IT project ROI tracking. Find out why these challenges stifle innovation in 

your enterprise and how you can change course. 

In order to improve the quality of your IT project portfolio, you must have solid assessment 

processes and scoring mechanisms in place. Mr. Bender details some of his best practices for 

measuring risk and value, including scorecards and educational materials. Finally, he lays out 

IT Portfolio Management adoption approaches for small, mid-size, and larger companies so 

you can select the best fit for your organization. 

 

Executive Summary 
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Quality Improvements for Your IT 

Project Portfolio 

T 
here are a myriad of questions 

IT executives must field on a 

daily basis regarding their IT            

investments and spend.  

 Are ROI’s really meaningful? 

 Is an ROI the same as a business 

case? 

 Isn’t the business supposed to do the 

business case? 

 How do I justify the value of an IT 

investment 

 Can I really assess IT infrastructure 

benefits 

Each company has it’s own  culture around 

business cases. Fast-paced tech companies, 

such as Apple and Cisco, tend to move 

rather quickly so they have less structure. 

Financial services companies, on the other 

hand, typically have more a formal            

structure in place. The key is matching the 

right level of investment measurement  

process with your organization’s respective 

culture.  

Business Case Key Objectives 

A business case should serve the following 

four objectives: 

1) Provides a statement of  measureable 

intended value for a discretionary 

business investment 

2) Allows one to compare one business 

investment decision to another 

3) Is a tool to encourage management 

debate regarding investment           

alternatives 

4) Provides a documented measurement 

vehicle to review the investment        

outcome 

By Rick Schwarz and Michael Bender 



First you want a statement of measurable   

intended value. The investment being          

considered is generally “discretionary,” 

meaning there’s a choice between if/not 

and/or how much. At the end of the day, 

almost everything is discretionary in one 

way or another. Even employees can be 

considered discretionary. You can choose 

to have them or not. There is a choice 

around maintenance. Will you perform 

maintenance and what level of               

maintenance will be utilized? In the purest 

sense, there is some type of intended value 

measurement question/analysis in most 

everything we do. If everything is             

discretionary in principle, the need exists 

to compare one discretionary business  

investment versus another.  

The next step classifying these                        

investments and initiatives. Investment 

classification is a tool used to spark debate 

amongst management regarding                  

investment alternatives. Pitting a couple of 

investment cases against each other when 

you have limited  resources should lead to 

valuable executive engagement and active 

debate on investment decision/trade-off. 

Over the long-term, business cased provide 

a vehicle for measuring the investment 

from a post-go live perspective.  

Many IT organizations struggle with the 

need for greater accountability and          

transparency. A business case combined 

with  post go-live reporting can lend          

support in that area.  The IT business case 

also serves as a pre-cursor to multiple          

other enterprise  processes. One example 

would be the Portfolio Management           

process.  

The Role of a Business Case in       

Portfolio Management 

Mr. Bender prefers to take a high level 

approach (Fig. 1) when explaining the 

portfolio process to executives. Figure 1 

shows the presence of a business case in 

every phase, from Investment Entrance to 

Investment Exit.  

06 The Information Management Forum 

Figure 1: Business cases are critical in the portfolio             

management process 



It is important to note you should be          

monitoring the investment on a continual 

basis. Update the business case when        

investment changes occur (e.g., cost and/or 

benefit changes). More often than not there 

will be changes. It’s a rare occurrence 

when the starting business case is still 

good enough at project’s end.                  

Contingencies and unexpected issues        

usually arise, especially in the case of your 

mega-program investments.  

An impossible task 

Figure 2 shows an example of portfolio 

mapping Mr. Bender has utilized in the 

past. The names have been changed but the 

data is real. This required a statement of 

benefits you could almost dollarize in 

some way. In this particular case, they  

decided to match it to risk. The chart is 

broken down into three categories: 

 Run 

 Optimize 

 Grow 

Everybody tends to have different                   

classifications for their IT portfolio. The 

main point is these can be great tools when 

used correctly. Again, Portfolio                

Management is an excellent way to drum 

up executive dialogue. However, without 

the business case data to help build an 

analysis, the task becomes much more  

difficult.  

Intel produces an annual report1 and send 

it out to their entire employee                      

population. It is available on the web and 

anybody can access it. The report details  

Improving Your IT Project Portfolio 07 

Figure 2: No business case data equals “Mission Impossible.” 

“Portfolio management 

is an excellent way to 

drum up executive            

dialogue.” 

                  - Michael Bender 

  

1 Intel IT department’s Annual Report                             

http://www.intel.com/content/www/us/en/it-

management/intel-it-best-practices/intel-it-annual-

performance-report-2011-12.html 



how they are delivering and maximizing 

value with data on investments, costs, and 

more. This should be considered a best 

practice for transparency. Unfortunately, 

this is not as easy as it sounds.  

Survey Says 

Figure 3 illustrates a study Mr. Bender 

conducted to gauge a company’s behavior 

and establish successful change               

management efforts around IT Business 

Case adoption. When he joined the          

company, they had a small IT shop of 

about 200-300 people. By the time he left, 

it had grown up quickly into an IT shop of 

7,000 plus. Initially, the IT portfolio was 

small enough for the CIO to manage in his 

head. However, as the company continued 

to grow and mature, the portfolio became 

larger and larger.   

During this hyper-growth period, the IT/

Finance team began putting in rigor around 

the business case process. The survey       

below shows real data from 2005-2006 and 

proves a lack of maturity in using IT         

Business cases. Additionally, this survey 

included comments on why employees did 

not have a business case. This information 

was critical for Mr. Bender’s team to      

understand the culture and size of change 

management effort needed. Here are some 

of the comments that were submitted: 

 “Business cases do not exist for          

Strategy & Process projects, required 

Compliance (SOX, 1386, etc.) and   

acquisition integration, as they fall 

outside the prioritized work activity for 

IT.” 

 “Strategy & Process projects are not 

Business initiated.  We do not have a 

Business Case. These projects are to 

define Enterprise Standards for Data 

Management as well as Reporting 

Tools & Technologies.”  

 “Confidential project” (implying no 

value case required) 

 “I inherited the project later.  I don't 

believe there was a value case                 

document created -or- if there was, I 

did not have visibility to it.”  

08 The Information Management Forum 

of projects surveyed 

in this study had     

either no value case 

completed or only a 

partial value case 

documented. 

Figure 3: Value case survey findings from an industry 

leading tech company 

54% 



Roadblocks Along the Way 

Cultural 

One of the biggest challenges is an              

enterprise’s DNA. In other words, there 

is cultural resistance starting at the top of 

your company. If your organization does 

not have a culture driving it down from 

the top, there are going to be issues. 

Some cultures lack accountability. Once 

you inform a person you’ll be reporting 

against their business case, he/she may 

push back for fear of failure.  

A lack of executive management            

oversight can be another obstacle. If your 

company’s structure is divisional or        

federated, you will see each go in differ-

ent directions related to these governance 

efforts. IT people generally thrive on 

innovation and new ideas or projects. 

This kind of mindset makes it difficult 

for them to looks backwards. On the oth-

er hand, your operations people may be 

looking back for cost efficiencies. When 

IT talent gravitates towards innovation 

and fresh concepts, it can counter the 

need to go back and assess your past                       

investments. 

Process and support 

Immature processes and support won’t 

make your job any easier. For instance, 

there could be a shortage of support or 

training. Inconsistency is another prob-

lem. Investment decision making pro-

cesses are not always defined or made 

clear, which contributes to inconsistency 

and ambiguity. There are inconsistent             

measurement formats for critical               

elements like ROI, business cases, and 

value cases. A lack of tools and                      

repositories can also create problems. 

Employees may record their financial 

data ad hoc in Excel, attach it to some 

folder, or produce it in PowerPoint.  

Best Practices for Improving Your 

Portfolio 

Foster decision making 

When you enter into a Portfolio               

Management culture, it can force a          

behavior of getting the business case       

data. In Mr. Bender’s company, they 

used a dashboard to track and report on 

business case status. It’s not a simple yes 

or no based on whether or not someone 

has a business case. Instead, it’s an  
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Figure 4: A well built business 

case is the key to becoming a top 

priority. Be sure to include the          

following factors: 

 Clarity of the Objective 

 ROI 

 Quantitative measures 

 Cost plan 

 Metrics on how to achieve 

the benefits 

 Risk assessment 



assessment of the projects based on a   

multitude of factors (Figure 4). Similar to 

good financial investments, the level of 

risk plays a role. You have to discount the 

benefit based on the level of risk and this 

could jeopardize the overall benefit. 

Tracking benefits 

In the world of budget management, you 

have budget versus actual reporting. Figure 

5 exemplifies tracking a program’s actual 

benefits (vs. program cost).  You could 

easily modify this to include a “projected” 

benefit (data from the business case). It 

would provide a complete project cost and 

projected benefits versus actual report.  

These are great tools to assist with your 

change management effort.  

This particular company does an excellent 

job of running their business and driving 

initiatives down through the organization. 

Back in 2002, they chose a program (Fig. 

6, Pg. 11) geared more towards formal 

structured business cases. After tracking 

several elements over a 10 year span, they 

were able to determine the company’s IT                    

transformation delivered $6.60 of                 

cumulative benefit yield for every dollar 

invested. That’s a great metric to show 

business units because they see the returns 

IT has delivered. This is not just a pretty 

chart. There is a lot of structure and work 

around the process.  

Central repository 

Mr. Bender provided another example of a 

rather large tech company with a central 

repository (Fig. 7, Pg. 11). The company 

has used the repository for a number of 

years. They have a large IT shop with over 

$3 billion in IT spend. Due to the size, 

they phased their deployment instead of 

using a big bang rollout. This kind of       

approach supports their divisional, or         

federated,  organization model. The          

process has been a bit slow because of  

redundancy but there’s a concerted effort 

to bring it all together.  

They keep all of the business cases,           

including historical cases, in the central  
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Figure 5: Actual benefits tracking at the project level 



Figure 6: Actual benefits tracking at the portfolio level 

Figure 7: The SPOT tool this company uses for their central 

business case repository 
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repository. This is a huge benefit,              

especially for newer project managers 

working on business cases. It provides  

examples and a point of  reference, making 

their lives much easier.  

The SPOT tool (Fig. 7. Pg. 11) is used as a 

single trusted source during the strategy 

and execution cycle. It is used for all      

templates including:  EPO/GISP               

Transformation Priorities; Initiative Top 

sheets; Business Case Calculator; and            

Prioritization. 

Education and scoring mechanisms 

This company has three people dedicated 

to the business case process across their                 

portfolio. A lot of education and training 

materials are available for employees 

(App. A, Pg. 18). The goal is creating a 

common and consistent language.  

They use standard scoring mechanisms as 

well. Figure 8 is not a full example but it 

gives you an idea of their methodology. In 

this scenario, they’ve matched the business 

value piece to the business risk.  

Templates exist for each of those areas. 

They perform risk assessments and weigh 

the results to get a score (Fig. 9, Pg. 13). 

This company is different from many   

others because their IT budget is set. 

There’s no “going back to the well.” A 

business case and scoring mechanism are 

used to draw a proverbial line in the sand. 

Programs above the line will be heavily 

scrutinized in an effort to squeeze out 

more. The move allows them to bring in a 

couple of projects below the line. Business 

cases are critical in this exercise because 

they provide most of the data.  

12 The Information Management Forum 

Figure 8: Formalized scoring mechanisms 



Important Lessons Learned 

Language barriers 

It is important to have common                    

terminology when putting together          

business cases. For example, what are hard 

and soft benefits? Hard benefits can be 

measured in the  ledger. Soft benefits are 

measurable but not tied to the ledger.         

Savings should be a direct run rate             

reduction. Avoidance, on the other hand, 

refers to avoiding a future cost.  

There tends to be a lot of confusion around 

funding and cost. Cost involves the              

resources required for the program or           

project. Funding focuses on where the  

resources will come from, i.e. whose    

budget. Sometimes a person will exclude 

costs from a business case because they’re 

receiving funding from other groups     

outside of IT.  

You need to make a decision on how to 

show these financial views. Are you going 

to use an accounting or tax view? Mr. 

Bender prefers a cash over management 

view because it keeps things simple.  

Value management 

Mr. Bender’s team decided to use a             

standard template in their portfolio office.             

Separate the hard and soft benefits because 

you’ll find different organizations have 

different views. Mixing those up will lead 

to costly mistakes. Also show the timing of 

your benefits. Separate out short versus 

long-term with short-term receiving a   

higher weighting. For example, one              

company uses a five-year life on projects.   

Improving Your IT Project Portfolio 13 

Figure 9: A formalized scoring method can yield stacked 

rankings 
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This may be a little long in some cases but 

they weight those projects containing more 

front-loaded benefits. Some executives 

that will not accept an IT investment         

unless it pays off in a year. In Mr.              

Bender’s opinion, this is an unrealistic  

expectation.  Too many programs need a 

longer term payback (e.g., infrastructure 

refreshes). The company’s ranking model 

rewards investments with quicker            

paybacks but accepts the fact some will be 

long-term in nature.   

“Lock” the formulas for all of your           

financial calculations. For instance, don’t 

let your Finance people change interest 

rates. This will ensure all investments are            

equally measured. 

A centralized repository with current and 

historical business cases is critical to your 

process. Perform ongoing tracking by 

looking at business cases from both the 

project and portfolio levels. Think of a 

business case as a living document. When 

conditions change, it can become an             

unattractive investment compared to its 

prior status. It may require re-justification 

or prioritization if the change is material. 

A lot of people do not realize this so look 

at the case on a regular basis and update it 

as necessary.  

Use common portfolio prioritization           

criteria. It’s acceptable to separate              

compliance and regulatory but keep the 

amount of separation small. Keep           

compliance and regulatory-type               

investments at the lowest possible cost 

because they don’t generate a lot of            

financial or competitive value. Don’t be 

too rigid either. Use the data to spur              

executive engagement. If engagement is 

non-existent and the IT Governance team 

tries to do all of this on their own, you will 

not be successful. 

Adoption Approaches 

Adoption approaches tend to follow one of 

two paths: a big bang or phased approach.  

Smaller companies and less federated     

organizations should have better luck with 

an enterprise-wide adoption effort. Their 

size allows them to move quicker and 

drive cultural changes with a bit more 

ease. It also helps if they have a central 

Portfolio Management Office.  

Larger organizations with IT budgets over 

$250 million will probably require a  

“There are some                  

executives that will not 

accept an IT investment 

unless it pays off in a 

year. In my opinion that’s 

simply not realistic. Too 

many programs need a 

longer term payback.” 

                 - Michael Bender 

  



phased approach. This starts off in a      

particular division or function of the   

company and spreads to other parts.  

Phases can also be organized around other 

elements like dollar size or type. Both 

companies profiled in this report started 

what’s referred to as transformational 

portfolio investments. These 

“transformation” investments serve as a 

good starting point. 

Invest in appropriate training and support 

of these processes. One company has three 

FTE’s to support over $3 billion in IT 

spend. The other had 1.2 FTE’s supporting 

a $1 billion portfolio.  

Mr. Bender is seeing a lot more companies 

use Project Portfolio Management systems 

(PPM). There are a variety of systems 

available. CA Clarity seems to be a           

popular choice in today’s market. 

PlanView is another common platform. 

The SPOT Tool mentioned earlier in the 

report is actually a homegrown tool.  

Line up your executive engagement model. 

Determine which executives are in the best 

place to sponsor the cause and actively 

participate. It could be IT, the CFO,           

EPMO, or COO.  At Mr. Bender’s              

company, it was the CFO and COO           

because the CIO reported into the CIO 

structure. Others have a chaired system. 

They have a Chief Transformation Officer 

but there is heavy influence from the CIO 

and CFO too. 

Challenging task 

IT has one of the more complex cost             

management structures compared to other 

traditional enterprise functions. This 

makes transparency quite a challenge. 

You’ve got to deal with a lot of aspects 

like infrastructure investments, end-user 

support, business apps, new programs,   

existing programs, and outsourced models. 

Don’t forget about discretionary and     

personal IT, including mobile devices and 

other personal productivity tools. Adding 

to the complexity is an array of cultures 

within your organization. Formalizing IT 

Value Measurement is a step in the right 

direction on your IT transparency journey. 
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Company A has 3 FTE’s to support $3+ billion IT spend. 

Company B had 1.2 FTE’s to support a $1 billion IT portfolio. 



Questions and Answers 

Attendee: We have a structure            

pretty close to what you described. I 

think we struggle with a mentality 

that occurs in the prioritization 

meetings. Two things take place. 

People tend to focus on the small 

things in the projects. There is no 

sense of “we need to do this because 

it is really important.” The strategic 

direction of the company tends to be 

very ROI driven or the mechanics of 

how well the business case was put 

together. We have kind of                    

degenerated into what I would call a 

very “mechanistic approach” with 

regards to approvals. Secondly,           

despite the nitpicking by lots of             

people in all business cases,                           

everything gets approved in spite of 

the fact that we have a very small 

budget. 

MB: You brought up an interesting 

point. Looking back at the graph, I 

picked that company because they 

were much more driven and have that 

complex scoring mechanism that spits 

out the answer. I think what they do is 

very complex and comprehensive. 

They also separate out regulatory from          

compliance in those areas the way I 

understand it. Looking at my chart you 

can see some of these have red            

triangles and low benefits/high risks. 

Those red triangles we call “Break the 

Business.” If we don’t go here and fix 

this we are going to be in trouble. I 

know this portfolio quite well. In the 

case of fixed assets, capital leasing, or 

supplier management system, the         

benefits were low but it was possible 

to reach a point of business failure in 

those areas. Therefore, when we would 

facilitate dialogue to the executives, 

we didn’t just focus on the high ROI’s. 

We would try to categorize these         

programs in the run, optimize, or 

growth space so the portfolio was       

diverse. Hopefully that helps for what 

you’re trying to do as an approach. 

Remember, you cannot fund               

everything because you cannot deliver 

on everything. You don’t have the  

resources to go do it. So this was the 

mechanism to decide what to take off 

the list. The first example was much 

more mechanical but I think it’s well 

thought out. So you have two approach 

options. One uses a lighter amount of 

data and more human intelligence to 

decide what stays and goes. Then 

there’s the other approach which is 

more mechanical. Again, they also 

have a larger IT portfolio.  What if 

something is in-flight and only two 

months away? Do you kill it? Even in 

a mechanical sense, they                     

acknowledged that you have to             

account for those factors as well. 

Attendee: Our model does account 

for projects in-flight. We make  
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decisions to move something up for 

kill or keep it going. I think we have 

it well set-up but struggle with the 

execution. I may need to examine the 

steering committee. 

MB: We set this process up new. We 

actually did not get the engagement of 

the COO and CFO on a regular working 

basis but we had key members of their 

staff that were passionate. Even the 

CIO wasn’t there but we had a layer 

below the CFO, COO, and CIO that 

were much more day-to-day                

engagement. So we could go to them on 

a weekly basis and say here’s what’s 

happening and then much more             

depending on the time of the year. For 

example, if it was a monthly or             

quarterly engagement with the high  

level executives we could tell them this 

is what the team has pulled together and 

this is where we are going. If they              

didn’t have any issues or objections we 

would move forward with those plans.  

“We actually did not get the                      

engagement of the COO and CFO on a 

regular working basis but we had key 

members of their staff that were               

passionate. Even the CIO  wasn’t there 

but we had a layer below the CFO, 

COO, and CIO that were much more 

day-to-day engagement.”  

                                       - Michael Bender 
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Education materials: To be included in a business case, 

hard benefits must be ledger-based, tied to the                        

functionality delivered, and measurable. 
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