AGILE PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT:
MAKING THE RIGHT DECISIONS
Rapid economic and market changes and technological transformations represent a challenge for
organizations. The challenge is to maximize business value from existing resources.
But many organizations are frustrated with the outcome of their development projects. There is a
lack of transparency about the project portfolio as well as costs and beneﬁts, the number of
projects exceeds available resources, necessary changes are delayed, there is a lack of consistency
in documentation and overall simply a lack of quality. Agile portfolio management creates
http://agilemanifesto.org/
transparency and clarity and helps making the right decisions about which projects should be
driven forward.
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Project Management is the appropriate form of management to develop products and services
and has become ﬁrmly established in the industry. If many projects run simultaneously in the
company, they compete for the very often limited resources. The challenge is to ﬁnd out if the
combination of projects ﬁts. Do employees concentrate on really relevant projects? Through
which projects do I achieve my business goals? Which projects are unimportant and should be
cancelled? Agile portfolio management is the solution to react dynamically to changes in general
conditions and deviations from the original business case and to be able to redistribute funds if
necessary.
Effective portfolio management is divided into four typical phases: 1. qualiﬁcation, 2. planning, 3.
implementation, 4. monitoring. However, there is no magic formula.
Because portfolio management can only be successful if it is oriented towards the long-term
visions and goals of the enterprise. It is important to deﬁne uniform evaluation criteria. Calculating the cost of delay helps ﬁnding a common language: The value of the work is expressed in
euros. Determining the CoD is quick, and alternatives can be easily compared.

Phase 1 - Qualiﬁcation:
It starts with the analysis and qualiﬁcation of all available projects. The aim is to analyze the
needs of the users and to evaluate the projects according to strategic and economic criteria.
How useful is the product idea and is it worth investing money? It is important to ﬁnd out whether ideas are in line with corporate strategy and ﬁt in with one's own business goals. Potential
business and implementation risks as well as delay costs should also play a role in the qualiﬁcation phase. At this stage, opportunities and potentials have to be identiﬁed and it is important to
see how much risk can be taken reasonably.

Phase 2 – Planning:
Planning is the second of the four phases of portfolio management. It serves the further concretization and detailing of the individual projects. Typically, the following tasks arise here: Planning
costs and resources, deadlines and milestones, determining the importance of a project in
relation to others and risk analysis.
Every project inevitably involves various risks. The occurrence of such a risk can increase costs,
extend processing times, compromise the achievement of objectives or even cause the termination of an entire project. It is therefore important to identify project risks in advance, evaluate
them and take appropriate corrective measures. It is also important in this phase to recognize
what might still be lacking, such as the necessary human resources or skills.

USA

Miami
email: info@triskellsoftware.com
www.triskellsoftware.com

SWITZERLAND

Geneva

US: +1 347 480 11 57

Copyright Soluster Sarl 2018

SPAIN

Madrid

FRANCE

Paris

Europe: +41 22 552 22 30

Phase 3 – Implementation:
Once the project has been carefully planned out, the implementation phase takes place. Here
the project activities are implemented and aligned through ongoing controlling. An agile
approach is characterized by the fact that it is possible to react dynamically to changes in the
framework conditions and deviations from the original business case, and resources can be
redistributed if necessary. The individual teams decide autonomously and regularly report to
the system on the current status of the project, whether the capacities are sufﬁcient, support
from the management or further resources are required.

Phase 4 – Monitoring:
After qualiﬁcation, planning and execution, teams go through the monitoring phase. Among
other things, the success criteria that were initially deﬁned are checked here. Does the product
deliver the expected value? How does customer feedback look like? Will the targeted sales
ﬁgures be achieved? The monitoring phase serves to identify optimization potentials and to
make the decision for or against a project.
Projects often fail due to a lack of communication between the involved parties. In agile portfolio
management, visualization serves as an important communication tool in all phases. Powerful tools
here are the Lean Canvas and the Portfolio Board. The decisive beneﬁt: Information is reduced to
the essential and precise statements are made on individual questions. Here, too, it is important to
ﬁnd an individual format that ﬁts one's own requirements and involve all stakeholders.

Delay costs are more expensive than development costs
The changing markets make it necessary to reinvent the way value is created. They require an
entrepreneurial new organization where customer demand can be fulﬁlled promptly - with a
maximum of quality and the greatest possible customer satisfaction. In such a market environment, potential delay costs now play a much greater role than the actual development and
production costs. Companies that want to survive in the market must, therefore, change their
strategies and procedures. If they want to focus on value delivery and time to market, they need
to minimize their efforts in areas such as delivery, coordination and alignment. Agile working in
cross-functional end-to-end teams is the key to success.

Value-oriented development approach as a solution
It is important not to fall in love with pilot projects. Which is difﬁcult, because almost every pilot
project is a success. Companies that have not yet developed a corporate culture often make the
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mistake of imposing the processes and tools that a team has successfully used on the entire
company. That won't work because the focus is wrong. Companies should resist the temptation
to deﬁne and implement agility. If companies want motivated employees, they must give them
the power over the work system. Initiating change from top to bottom only promotes resistance
and dissatisfaction among employees.
Nevertheless, there are essential principles of successfully acting agile teams that can be transferred to the organizational level:
• The focus is on customer value
• The value-oriented development approach. What is the vision behind the product idea? Every
team member has to internalize this in order to be able to fulﬁl his tasks effectively and efﬁciently.
• Self-organisation and autonomy
• Process transparency
• An iterative and incremental approach to minimize the risk
• Continuous learning and improvement
The ideal state in the usual process approach looks like this: At the beginning of the project,
the customer provides a clear and comprehensive description of the required product with all
its characteristics. This will not change during the entire project period. As every project
worker knows, the reality is different: The customer says what he wants, (what he actually
needs can be something completely different), but then suddenly the general conditions
change. In such a case, sticking rigidly to what was originally agreed would not be compatible
with customer beneﬁt. The agile approach accepts these changes and works iteratively and
with step-by-step improvements. The result of each run is a marketable product.
This is then compared with the customer requirements, continually adapted and extended
until it exactly meets the requirements. The short development cycles and frequent coordination prevent lengthy undesirable developments, keep time-to-market short and ensure high
quality.

Enterprise Transition Framework – a pattern for a new thinking
These principles should be thought through before moving to agile work. This is easier or
harder for companies, depending on the degree to which a culture of personal responsibility
and continuous learning is already developed. External experts can help with the assessment:
Soluster and Agile42 , for example, support companies in the agile transition within the framework of the Enterprise Transition Framework (ETF). New methods are introduced here,
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considering the corporate culture and agile principles. The ETF supports the linking of portfolio management with the company's agile overall strategy.

Conclusion:
Due to the rapidly changing market conditions, the old methods can no longer be applied. The
pressure of competition and innovation requires rethinking. With portfolio management,
companies are in a position to coordinate and control projects across the board. It helps making
the "right" decisions and minimize risks. "Correct" means here identifying projects that can most
likely be brought to a successful conclusion. The shift to an agile and leaner culture is a good way
to be more reactive, innovative and customer-oriented.
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