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The fast moving world of the PMO necessitates Leaders and Practitioners regularly take stock of PMO 
performance and ways of working.  It is important to invest time identifying areas for improvement. It 
is acknowledged within our industry that PMOs can fail. For example The State of Project Management 
Report, published annually by Wellingtone, suggests that for many Practitioners this is driven by the 
challenge of not adding ‘the right’ value.

Organisations recognise the value that PMOs can bring to their project management practice. A 
common failure is not being able to translate this recognition into a PMO that consistently drives 
project, programme and strategic success.
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An interesting fact about the PPM and PMO industry is that it 
gives the perception that it is changing all the time with ‘new’ 
ideas being injected into the environment. 

But as Henry Ford intimated, nothing new really gets invented; 
only iterations on the innovation that has come before us reach 
the surface of the industry.

Innovation in the context of PMO is therefore not about inventing new ways to ‘do’ project 
management or governance processes, but instead about thinking differently to engage 
PMO Customers better and for the long term using what is already out there in a smarter 
way.

PMO Innovation is about changing the mindset.

PMO performance covers many facets and innovation can be found across all of them if 
PMO Leaders and Practitioners change their mindset to focus on the organisational PPM 
DNA – the culture that drives, delivers and succeeds at change.

Once PMOs understand their DNA thread, it is possible to do some reflective practice and 
identify the areas where innovation will take the PMO to the next level of maturity. Where 
could your PMO innovate?

PPM Innovation 01
I invented nothing new, I simply assembled 
the discoveries of other men behind whom 
there was centuries of work

Henry Ford

This e-book is going to focus on Governance, and specifically strategies to categorise 
projects and activities to assign the right level of governance based on the nature and 
complexity of the change.

Let’s change your PMO Mindset.
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in, so use video to ensure teams properly 
connect with their peers whilst asking them 
to continue with governance activities.

Don’t assume: Just because people are at 
home with family doesn’t meant that they 
are having lots of meaningful conversations, 
so take the time to ask how everyone is 
doing and bring the human element to your 
calls. Remember you are #HumanFirst, PMO 
Second.

MINDSET FOR THE FUTURE:

With the challenge identified by our PMO 
Hive Mind, it is time to resurrect the very 
first, original, and only working model for 
project categorisation from 2013/14 and 
provide some insight into its design, the 
recipe for success, and bring your PMO to 
its next level. 

In 2013 an incident occurred that made 
my PMO rethink the way we arranged 
governance around projects. 

Our sturdy five step, five document process 
had got the organisation to the point where 
everyone understood project management 
as a discipline and provided a good degree of 
visibility for Senior Leaders. 

The Wellingtone community of PMO 
Practitioners, through the Dr PMO initiative, 
have highlighted their most significant 
challenges.  Let’s start with their important 
challenge first. This e-book also follows on 
from my Ready.Steady.PMO videos and 
is hoping to provide some key messages, 
practical strategies and ideas on how to 
make PMO work for you – for the future; 
whatever that looks like.

You can watch the Dr PMO video first HERE

KEY PMO CHALLENGE: 
 
How to validate and assure the 
organisational leadership that governance is 
continuing as it should on projects that are 
managed from home?

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR TODAY: 

Use the technology you have available: 
There is lots of technology out there that 
can help all regular meetings to continue. 
Make sure that the PMO get familiar with the 
technology so they can support others who 
may be struggling to get to grips with it.

Use videos where possible: When working 
from home, it is important to be empathetic 
to the situation that others find themselves 

There are always situations that should cause a PMO to change 
their mindset and rethink the way that they ‘do’ PMO. But often they 
do not stop and look around at what needs to change, do not do 
reflective practice, and do not learn from lessons identified.

   The PMO Mindset
Changing 02
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Starting and finishing projects in a controlled fashion is project management 101. Most 
organisational governance and assurance activities are embedded in this (and other) best 
practice and follow standardised ways of ensuring that our projects are being done right by 
following a repeatable path. 

There are pros and cons to the repeatable process approach for managing all projects which 
are worth exploring and considering against the level of organisational maturity:

If any of the cons apply to you, maybe this is a good time to look at how governance process 
are defined for your projects and learn to work with a new, pragmatic, scalable way to 
categorise your projects and the governance they require in order to be successful.

Project categorisation is important because:

 > It will drive your PMO to the next level of maturity
 > It removes unnecessary work for both delivery teams and the PMO
 > It ensures that only the pertinent information is reported to support effective 

decision making
 > It identifies where structure is required and when it is not
 > It can provide a direct link to budgeting processes
 > It ensures that the Project Managers have the right level of expertise and therefore a 

degree of autonomy on how to manage activity

PROJECT 
CATEGORISATION:

 The Recipe

03
All examples included here relate to this specific situation and are therefore both real, tried and tested.

PRO CON
 > Structure is set out in stone for 

projects
 > Small work is prolonged by process

 > Everyone is clear about the process  > People often work ‘around the process’

 > Comparison can be done across the 
board

 > Comparison does not account for scaling

 > Touchpoints are clear throughout  > Some touchpoints are unnecessary

 > PMO own the process  > Project Managers  do not have an 
opportunity to collaborate

It is possible to achieve Project categorisation using one method. That method needs 3 stages:

 1. Identify non-project work
 2. Explore the size of the activity
 3. Understand the complexity of the activity

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk
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The recipe for successful project categorisation has just 5 steps, the ingredients are different 
for every PMO, so you can define these for your reality using this e-book.

Differentiate Identify Categorise

 > Business as Usual 
from project activity

 > When Business as usual 
needs to be structured

 > Activity based on 
its likely size and 
complexity

 > Unstructured from 
structured work

 > When a particular 
method is 
recommended

 > Categorise Projects 
into the relevant 
organisational processes 
(e.g. financial)

 > Simple from complex 
work

 > When experienced 
practitioners are 
required

 > Activity by its 
characteristics

Project Categorisation:  
The process of defining workload for the purposes of identifying the level 
of governance, structure and expertise required to successfully deliver the 
expected outputs

Once the three steps 
are complete, the output 
should: 

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk


The APM definition of a project: A unique, transient strategic endeavour undertaken to achieve 
a beneficial change and to achieve planned objectives.

Our definition: A piece of work discrete from Business as Usual (BaU), managed by a separate 
temporary organisation on Time-Cost-Quality parameters to deliver specific products that 
either transform or significantly change the business according to an agreed Business Case.
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THE STARTING POINT IS ALWAYS  “WHEN IS A PROJECT A PROJECT?”

This question is a key starting point because every organisation has a different 
understanding of what constitutes a project.

Without this stepping stone, it doesn’t really matter how your PMO categorises or governs 
projects because it will not be successful until it considers the reason why projects are being 
executed in the first place.

Through some reflective practice, what does ‘project’ mean in your organisation?

Important point: Developing a precise definition for projects, also makes it difficult 
for people to implement ‘pet-projects’. 

STEP 1:  
Project Definition

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk
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Once you understand what your organisations means when it refers to projects, it is possible 
to begin the categorisation with no more than three questions in Stage 1 that will result in 
one of three options:

1. This is not a project and should be treated as a Business as Usual activity
2. This could be a project, more information is required
3. This is a project

Some example questions that you may want to consider:

Explanation: If an activity has no time frame, it is not likely to be a 
project by the truest definitions, and therefore needs to be managed 
as a Business as Usual activity. If this does not happen there is a risk 
that projects will last forever (cockroach projects that never die!). 

If the change is something we cannot measure (note: not we will 
measure it, but could we measure it) then we should wonder if it is 

worth doing in the first place. Is this a pet project or something that we think is a good idea 
but will add no beneficial change (value) to the organisation?

Consider these questions against your own project definition.

STEP 2:  
Identify Non-Project

 Stage 1: Identify non-project work
 > Will this piece of 

work produce a 
specific deliverable, 
by a set date (or in a 
set timeframe)?

 > Do you require capital 
investment, outside 
of your functional 
budget?

 > Will this activity bring 
about a benefit or 
change that can be 
measured?

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk
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The next step in the recipe for project categorisation is to understand the potential scale of 
the activity.

Not all projects are created equal; an expensive project may be very small, and a very large 
project may take just days to implement. So, it is important to define a few key questions 
that are aligned to your organisational: 

 > Budgeting processes
 > Governance policies
 > Benefits realisation practices
 > Availability of skills
 > Other areas that are critical for your organisational reality.

Important point: To re-iterate, when developing the rules of this process, it is 
important to consider that a three-month project can be just as strategic as a 
programme of work. And the level of visibility required is not just defined by how 
long something may take.

STEP 3:  
Identify Project Size

Explanation: These questions will be largely driven by how your 
organisation operates. Is it focused on funding approval thresholds? 
Do you have some key milestones around scaling and approving 
resources? 

Some organisations are focused on the benefits of change activities 
because they have a keen eye on reducing waste. Understand what 

‘big’ means in your organisation, then you will find the questions that you need to ask here.

Consider the triggers for project scaling that are in place today.

Some example questions that you may want to consider:

 Stage 2: Initiative Size
 > How long is this 

activity likely to 
take?

 > How much investment 
will be required?

 > What is the type of 
benefit that we expect 
to realise?

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk
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Important point: All organisations have PPM ‘pinch points’ (areas that always cause 
problems). 

The next stage of the recipe for project categorisation is focused on understanding  how 
complex this is going to be. This section should ask the questions that often get missed 
from normal kick off meetings and planning. It should focus on the areas where the 
organisation consistently feels pain related to project management.

Additionally, grouping questions together is a key driver for complexity, for example:

Where will the change be deployed: a finance system deployed in finance sounds like a 
simple project.

Who will the change impact: everyone that is using the system to complete their expenses 
(the organisation), takes this project from simple to complex due to the change and adoption 
work needed to succeed.

When we ask our Wellingtone hive mind why projects fail, there are some common themes 
highlighted around resources, communications, and collaboration.

Explanation: The questions surrounding complexity are multi layered 
and should not be answered with a yes or no. A layer of responses for 
each question should be considered for example:

Do we have the capability to deliver the change? Valid responses 
to this question include: Yes, we have specialists in this area. Yes, we 
are familiar with the processes needed. Yes, but we would need to 

refresh the memory. No we would need to train. This is totally new and we would need to 
bring in consultants.

STEP 4:  
Identify Complexity

#WORKSMARTER 11
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Some example questions that you may want to consider:

 Stage 3: Initiative Complexity

 > How many full-
time people will be 
required?

 > Across how many 
Functions are those 
people based?

 > Do we have the 
capability to deliver this 
change?

 > How complex do we 
think the solution is to 
develop?

 > Where will the change 
be deployed?

 > How will the change be 
deployed?

 > Who will the change 
impact?

 > The piece of will change 
a… (policy, process, 
structure, culture, etc)

Good Idea 

If your projects often have 
IT considerations, it might 
be worth breaking the 
resources question down 
to understand the situation 
with IT and Business 
resources (development 
and testing respectively) 
separately.

Identify the pain points in projects today that recur again and again.

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk
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The next step is to create the categories for each activity by deducing the answers relating 
to each activity, and what that means for you. Testing with real projects helps to get a 
perspective to develop the categorisation standards themselves.

Some example categorisation that you may want to consider:

There are lots of options when categorising projects:
 > Small, Medium, Large, X-Large, Supersize
 > A – D
 > 1 – 10
 > Characteristic Based
 > PMO Imagination! See Implementation section of this eBook

Once you know what level of categories you need, you need to define the amount of 
structure and governance appropriate for each category in order to ensure that project 
teams and activity owners do not have to utilise the wrong toolkit for the right activity.

Important point: Do not be tempted to over complicate the options available, 
consider your current level of maturity, and if you need to start with three 
categories, then go with that. You can evolve the process over time.

STEP 5:  
Create The Categories

Explanation: Progress of many projects is hampered due to an 
overuse of methodology and governance. Often the nature of an 
activity does not require the full force of a PPM Methodology, but 
organisations do not have the know-how to make their methods 
pragmatic. 
This tool will enable PMOs to assign the right level of structure and 
even the right skillset depending on the result from the analysis.

Consider what levels of categorisation are suitable for the organisation right now.

 > Business as Usual  > Structured Business as Usual  > Standard Project

 > Complex Project  > Programme  > Feasibility Required

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk
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It is not the answer to governance. The 
process is designed to provide a guide in 
order that delivery teams can get started 
with a more pragmatic and realistic process. 
During the life of the project we may find 
out more information and upgrade or 
downgrade the project.

Define the level of governance to ensure 
that the lifecycle is scaled to the realistic level 
of work and avoid retrospective working – if 
a project is upgraded, we should not go back 
to write documentation that isn’t needed 
(unless you have a Delorian).

It can be used by anyone. This process is 
designed to support anyone in any role so 
they can analyse work that they are asked to 
do.

PROCESS RULES OF 
CATEGORISATION

04
Use human words! You will notice that none 
of the questions are using project specific 
nomenclature. This is to ensure that all 
potential users of this process can work with 
it without having to re-educate themselves. 

Create touchpoints. PMO should be 
consulted for any activity that is categorised 
as a Project or higher. Structured Business 
as Usual can also benefit from support from 
PMO with regards to ways of working. Define 
Project start up processes around these 
principles.

Bring skills into the process. 
Understanding what level of skill can deliver 
what category of project will provide an 
experience-based career path that can be 
used to develop people internally.

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk


OPPORTUNITY CHALLENGE

 > Elimination of physical 
organisational boundaries

 > Working with differing use of language

 > Lower operating costs  > Leveraging technology to enable 
effective communication

 > Advances in team performance  > Building and maintaining effective 
virtual teams

 > New ideas from fresh perspectives  > Agreeing on different cultural 
perspectives

WELLINGTONE
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Implementing new processes is never easy, 
and PMO often find resistance from the 
Delivery Teams. PMO need to ensure that 
they create some guidelines for navigating 
the process but to get real adoption, not be 
scared to think outside of the PMO box!

When delivering the Wellingtone PMO 
Practitioner course, we discuss the 
importance of thinking differently and 
providing visually appealing PMO outputs 
as well as capturing the imagination of our 
peers.

From 2013 to 2014, our PMO achieved 95% 
compliance to the new project categorisation 
process. We achieved this by taking a totally 
new approach partly due to the configuration 
of the organisation.

IMPLEMENTATION 05
WORKING ACROSS BORDERS

Nowadays we tend to work more globally 
(and certainly virtually), and to do so 
successfully we should be able to adapt our 
styles to consider the different perceptions, 
cultures, and perspectives.

Virtual working encompasses ‘work done 
outside of the traditional physical office 
or workspace’ (source ManPower). With 
this way of working come challenges and 
opportunities:

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk
http://Wellingtone PMO Practitioner 
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Project 
     Categorisation

For project categorisation we need to pay attention to the importance of different 
perspectives:

 > Does XL mean something different to your peer who lives on the other side of the 
world?

 > Is a complex project delivering something very different because it is managed in 
another country?

 > Are resources available across the whole of the organisation, or just your 
localisation?

This is important for project categorisation because if the perception of your category is not 
supported by a common language, then your comparison will still not reflect reality.

Our PMO used a language common to everyone across several countries, it also captured 
people’s imagination which led to the highest adoption rate of any process EVER.

We aligned our projects and activities to the characteristics of animals.

WELLINGTONE
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Project 
     Categorisation

We aligned our projects and activities to the characteristics of animals.

Quick & Small
A small initiative which takes less than a month to complete 
and does not require monies outside of the functional budget. 
Will be dealt with as part of Business as Usual.

Versatile

An initiative of moderate scope, which takes up to 6 months to 
complete and may require financial approval. Will need to be 
approached in a structured way. Elements of standard Project 
Methodology are recommended.

Fast & Reliable
A medium rank initiative, which takes up to one year to 
complete and may require financial approval up to Level 2. 
Project Methodology is mandatory.

Big & Dependable

An initiative of increased complexity, which takes up to three 
years to complete. Sponsor and Project Manager must be 
experienced. Requires clear support and assurance functions. 
Enhanced Project Methodology is mandatory.

Heavy & 
Inflexible

A high rank initiative, which takes over 3 years to complete 
and may need financial approval over Level 3, may be 
considered as a Programme of work and managed as such. 
Project Methodology is mandatory, Programme Methodology 
recommended.

Implausible

An initiative too complex to estimate either cost or time 
requirements that will require a feasibility study to be 
conducted. Its viability is questionable without further 
investigation.

Identify the cultural aspects of your organisation that need to be considered.

http://www.wellingtone.co.uk


WELLINGTONE

#WORKSMARTER 18

This approach worked because regardless of cultural differences, the language adopted was 
commonly understood (a rabbit is a rabbit in any language). In addition, the PMO took the 
bureaucracy out of the process by making it #HumanFirst, fun, and clear.

As well as the adoption rate achieved, the PMO were consulted on all activity that was 
ranked as a Monkey or above – leading to a greater degree of visibility across the true 
portfolio (i.e. not just the projects and programmes).

The Delivery Teams found they had more autonomy as so many pieces of work were smaller 
than the Sponsor anticipated, leading to better collaboration across all the teams involved 
in change. 

The Delivery Teams understood the need for greater control of more complex activities and 
appreciated the pragmatism in the delivery toolkit they had at their disposal

Personal development increased as the less complex work was trusted to those new 
to project management to help them to develop their skills and careers, whilst the 
experienced Project Managers worked on delivering the larger pieces of work that required a 
greater degree of governance and assurance.

RESULTS 
  & BENEFITS

WELLINGTONE
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To sum up; this approach is not standard, it does not use anything found in any text book, 
but it does approach categorisation and the challenges of adoption within PPM delivery by 
using the human elements of creativity, fun, and clarity. 

The approach has been replicated across several organisations, with project categories being 
aligned to several different aspects such as food and vehicles (amongst others). 

Wellingtone offer this process as part of their Project Online and Project for the Web 
solutions to give PMOs something tangible that is tried and tested, that their communities 
can get behind with enthusiasm instead of exasperation, to categorise their workload and 
allow valuable time to be spent on assuring those projects that truly need it.

Talk to us about how you can do this in your PMO and wow your teams with a new approach 
and mindset to controlling projects and programmes.

You can see one of my original public presentations of this method HERE as well as a Project 
Journal article HERE.
.

CONCLUSION

WELLINGTONE
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