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Abstract 

 

In the contemporary business world, organisations are increasingly relying on projects 

in order to reach the organisation strategic objectives. A common way of planning, 

implementing, and managing these projects is by using portfolios of projects. The 

outcome of project portfolio management is key to the success of the organisation and 

its long term growth. Thus, there has been growing interest to study project portfolio 

management both in academic and professional arenas. Understanding the motivation 

behind decisions gained importance with the several problems emerging within 

portfolio of projects context. Although it is vital for addressing the problems, this area is 

found to be under investigated within general portfolio management. This study 

provides an empirical contribution with the aim of exploring the sub-conscious biases 

affecting decision-makers’ during the selection and prioritisation phases, as well as 

exploring the relationships of these biases with some of the most common portfolio 

problems.  

 

In order to understand how decision making biases affect the project portfolio problems, 

this thesis investigates the potential problems, potential biases, and the link between 

them. The investigation includes project-based organisations within different contexts to 

encompass different industries and sizes of projects in different countries. This work has 

been done in an exploratory mode that includes semi-structured interviews with 

professionals holding different power and responsibilities in the decision making ladder. 

The cross views from these professionals provide excellent material to evaluate the 

different perceptions when it comes to problematic decisions.  

The findings of this study reveal two recurrent problems of prioritizing projects with 

potential biases linked to the motivation behind them. The research findings show that 

there are several biases and fallacies behind decisions that decision makers should be 

aware of, in project portfolio context. The study results suggest the tendency of 

decision-makers to choose the option they are more comfortable with, even when this is 

not the best choice. Moreover, overestimation of the capability of the resources has been 

revealed. Looking for evidence to support decisions already made, the decision-maker 

show the tendency to stick to initial estimations even when more accurate data are 

available at a later stage of the project. These behaviours are related to decision making 

biases such as the bias towards the status quo, the anchoring bias, the confirming 

evidence fallacy and the overconfidence bias.  

 

The problems discovered within this study are: selecting and prioritizing too many 

projects in comparison with the amount of available resources, and prioritizing short-

term projects internal value at the expense of long-term and more beneficial projects for 

the organisations. The problems and the biases are explored from the working 

experiences of professionals within the project portfolio management arena. Moreover, 

the findings illustrate the potential link between the two types of problems and 

mentioned fallacies and biases. Although it is hard to evaluate such connections 

between problems and biases, this study provides hypotheses to test for future studies 

suggesting a potential important relationship between biases and project portfolio 

problems. This implies that, as the human bias factor impacts the portfolio selection, it 

has also serious implications in project and portfolio performance.  

 

Keywords: decision making, portfolio management, decision making biases, portfolio 

selection and prioritization 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 
 

1.1.1 Project and portfolio management 

 

Project management as a theorised discipline has trespassed its initial field of 

application - the engineering and construction environment - and has been extended to a 

variety of industries, so that the project-based approach is embraced by a vast number of 

organisations in different sectors (Maylor et al., 2006, p.663; Patanakul et al., 2012, 

p.392). Projects are nowadays initiated to achieve diverse objectives, ranging from 

organisational change, to technology innovation and value creation (Shenhar et al., 

2001, p.700). Acknowledging this evolution in the nature, scope and purposes of 

projects, scholars realised that also the traditional approach to projects and project 

management should change from the classic “iron triangle” framework to a more 

strategic approach that considers that the ultimate mission of projects is to create 

competitive advantage for the organisation and deliver value to the stakeholders (Artto 

et al., 2008, p.5; Shenhar et al., 2001, p.701). The strategic perspective contrasts with 

the concept that one size fits all (Shenhar, 2004, p.571), and critiques the underlying 

assumption in this idea that all projects are similar and can be treated in the same way, 

with standard procedures and routine operations (Cicmil et al., 2006, p.682). If projects 

are started for different reasons, varying from the delivery of a product to the realisation 

of organisational change, they should be managed in different ways, and it is necessary 

to understand the different factors, objectives and industry (Cooke-Davies, 2002, p.188; 

Jugdev et al., 2013, p.535). For these reasons, literature in the field is paying a growing 

interest in the alignment between projects and the organisational strategy (Jugdev & 

Müller, 2005, p.19). To realise the integration between the former and the latter, many 

organisations are adopting the project portfolio technique. This consists of the process 

of selection and prioritisation of project proposals, to create a set of projects which 

share and compete for the same resources (Archer & Ghasemzadeh, 2011, p.94) and to 

generate a critical mass in order to create a higher economic value (Maylor et al., 2006, 

p.670). Portfolio management aims to ensure that projects are effectively managed, and 

reduces problems related to scheduling and resources (Filippov et al., 2012, p.11). 

Furthermore, it allows to spread the risk of failure by choosing different kind of projects 

to compose the portfolio (Bonke & Winch, 2000, p.387), and ensures that projects share 

the corporate objectives (Meskendahl, 2010, p.811). To this extent, portfolios are seen 

by several authors as the missing link between projects and organisational strategy 

(Müller et al., 2008, p.38), allowing the successful implementation of the business 

objectives of  the organisation (Archer & Ghasemzadeh, 2011, p.110).  

 

1.1.2 Portfolio selection and prioritisation 
 

Portfolios represent a means for the organisation to successfully achieve its goals and 

objectives, by ensuring that projects are linked with organisational strategy. Hence, the 

process of selection of the projects, and their prioritisation within the portfolio, is key to 

ensure that the group of projects chosen enables to create the highest value for the 

company. Due to the strategic nature of the selection (Müller et al., 2008, p.38), 

portfolio managers should take into account several factors, limitations, constraints and 

the surrounding uncertainty (Martinsuo et al., 2014, p.741). Many methods, either 

proposed by scholars or independently developed by practitioners and organisations, 
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aim at evaluating the projects to find the ones that allow the benefits for the companies 

to be maximised (Pajares et al., 2009, p.1423). Most of them are based on financial 

measures, such as Net Present Value (NPV) or Return On Investment (ROI), marketing 

criteria, and/or technical feasibility (Cooper et al., 2000, p.29). The second step, once 

profitable projects have been selected, is to prioritize them, evaluating one against each 

other in order to understand their relative order of importance and urgency within the 

portfolio (Gosenheimer et al., 2012, p.4). However, scholars in recent years raised the 

concern that the actual methods proposed by the institutes and associations are not 

practical and overlook the complexity in which organisations nowadays operate 

(Stawicki & Müller, 2007, p.1). For these reasons, many companies base their selection 

and prioritisation processes almost exclusively on financial and economic metrics. 

However, these measures alone do not permit to evaluate the long term success for the 

firm (Meskendahl, 2010, p.810).  

 

Portfolios selection and prioritisation are subject to several kinds of issues. Due to 

insufficient and ineffective selection methods, too many project proposals are allowed 

to pass through the selection phase, and subsequently too many projects are prioritised 

and the organisations do not have enough resources to allocate in order to deliver 

successfully the projects (Meskendahl, 2010, p.812). Furthermore, these methods do not 

enable to identify and reject low value or low quality projects, as a consequence those 

projects end up in subtracting resources from more strategic ones (Cooper et al., 2000, 

p.23). Another frequent issue is that the portfolio selection and prioritisation is seldom 

recognized as a dynamic process that should be frequently subject to reviews and 

updates to take into account the constantly changing environments (Artto et al., 2008, 

p.7). This means that many companies have a static approach to the process, and keep 

on developing a project even when the initial conditions have changed and its 

implementation is no more sustainable or favourable (Cooper et al., 2000, p.19).   

 

1.1.3 Understanding Decision Making  
 

In the situation described, where body of knowledge and best practices are still far from 

providing ultimate solutions, the role of the decision makers assumes relevant 

significance, as their decisions have a high impact on organisational future. To 

understand how and why decisions are taken within the context of business assumes 

even more importance under the light of the recent poor calls made by executives in the 

recent years (Davenport, 2009, p.2).  

 

With the aim of providing help and support to people when making decisions, Decision 

Making has been studied as a topic in management for a long time (Buchanan & 

Connell, 2006, p.33), as managing a company means primarily making decisions 

(Hammond et al., 2006, p.118; Luehrman, 1998a, p.89). Although researchers are able 

to describe how people make decisions with a sufficient accuracy, they still need to 

realise how to help people in making optimal decisions (Milkman et al., 2009, p.379). 

Furthermore, the outcome of every decision depends not exclusively on the choice of 

the decision maker, but on the combined effect of the chosen option with the state of 

nature, which is the sum of the external factors out of decision maker’s control. The 

information available about the state of nature determines the classification of the 

decision making. Hence, if the outcome of a decision is unique and unequivocally, we 

define it as decision making under certainty, otherwise, if different outcomes may be 

verified, and their occurring probability is known, the decision happens under risk. 
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Finally, if different outcomes may be verified but their probabilities are unknown, the 

decision belongs to the realm of uncertainty (Hansson, 2005, p.28). Researchers agree 

that in the current business world most of the decisions are made under uncertainty, as 

there is always a gap between what managers want to do and the capabilities of the 

available information and the decision tools (Blanco & Olsina, 2011, p.109). Decision 

makers are called to manage uncertainties, and understand the relationships between 

opportunities and threats (Luehrman, 1998a, p.89). Investments and projects are typical 

examples of this uncertainty, since organisations are incurring in costs in the present 

with the expectation of realising returns in the future: while costs sustained in the 

present are certain and definite, the future incomes are uncertain (Luehrman, 1998b, 

p.51). Evaluating investments is a complex task due to the following reasons: first, the 

complexity of uncertain and constantly changing information available for the decision 

maker. Second, the dynamic opportunities that may emerge in time and the multiple 

goals an organisation aims to achieve through a group of projects. Third, the 

interdependencies between the projects within the portfolio (Cooper et al., 2001, p.362). 

Furthermore, organisational characteristics such as culture, regulations, governance and 

power dynamics also influence significantly the decision making process (Parkin, 1996, 

p.258).  

 

1.1.4 Decision making Heuristics and Biases 
 

The factors mentioned contribute together to create a complex situation in which the 

decision makers have to operate when it comes to making decisions. Scholars in the 

Decision Theory field introduced the concept of heuristics to define the strategies used 

by human mind to simplify complex problems in order to find a satisfying – and rapid – 

solution (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p.69). These routines are among the reasons why 

people do not perform well when facing uncertainties (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, 

p.1125): they are based on a fast, intuitive, non-conscious and affective mode of 

thinking, which requires little cognitive effort (Slovic et al., 2004, p.313). In fact, 

human minds are not calibrated for dealing with the realm of uncertainty, and since 

complex and important decisions are often based on a relevant number of assumptions, 

estimates and inputs from many people, they are most likely to be subjected to bias and 

misrepresentation (Hammond et al., 2006, p.126). Among the most known and common 

judgement biases are the insensitivity to base rates and the conjunction fallacy 

(Kirkebøen, 2009, pp.172–177). In the business world, some biases are particularly 

dangerous. First, the anchoring bias, which is the tendency to give too much weight to 

the first information received when making an estimation, so that the initial value 

anchors the following ones (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, p.1128). Second, the bias 

towards the status quo, which represents the tendency to make decisions that favour the 

options perpetuating the status quo, that is seen as a less risky choice than initiating a 

change (Hammond et al., 2006, pp.121–122). Other common biases are: the confirming 

evidence bias, that happens when people give credit only to information that support 

their pre-conceived beliefs and overlooks information that go against these beliefs 

(Hammond et al., 2006, p.123), the overconfidence bias, which consists in being too 

much confident about one’s own capability of being accurate in forecasting and 

estimations (Buehler et al., 2002, p.250), and the over optimistic bias, that is the 

tendency to over-estimate the likelihood of success (Van Den Steen, 2004, p.1141). 

These biases are not only due to cognitive fallacies, but also to motivational causes, 

such as the unwillingness of admitting an error, and the desire to show off with others, 

especially colleagues, superiors, or customers (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, p.1126). 
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Thus, decision making is also related to the emotional side of human behaviour, as 

many times people replace rationality with emotions and then back up their decisions 

with data and facts (Emery, 2012, p.429).  

 

Since high stakes provoke higher risks of falling into one of these psychological trap 

(Hammond et al., 2006, p.126), it is easy to understand that these fallacies might have 

high consequences, and hence costs, when they happen within highly complex and 

critical decisions such as the portfolio selection and prioritisation. However, it seems 

that the link between decision making biases and the problems at project level within a 

portfolio context is still not described, and perhaps studied, effectively. In particular, the 

authors of the current research believe that the actual literature regarding portfolio 

management do not provide effective guidance to help practitioners in this extent. The 

human factor is often overlooked by literature as well as bodies of knowledge and other 

publications in the sector. Instead, it is authors’ opinion that, as highlighted previously, 

the human factor plays a key role during the portfolio selection and prioritization. Hence 

the implications due to human mind fallacies should be addressed with particular 

attention to these processes of the portfolio management.  

 

1.2 Research context 
 

The authors of the research have worked in project-based organisations before joining 

the Master Programme in Strategic Project Management. During their previous working 

experience, they both observed in several occasions that organisations are not able to 

successfully develop their projects to benefit from their full potential. Most common 

causes are lack of accurate planning or bad management of the project. However, they 

noted that in some situations, the reasons lie at portfolio level rather than at project 

level. Sometimes, projects fail to meet their planned objective because they are doomed 

since the beginning, when they are selected. Thus, the authors seek to find common 

problems originated within a portfolio of projects; subsequently it is considered that the 

link between poor individual decisions at portfolio level and problems at project level 

needs to be investigated, with particular regard to the non-rational behaviour of decision 

makers. The authors believe that for such kind of issue, there is a need for exploratory 

studies to discover which are the major consequences of bad decision making, if any, 

and the reasons underlying those poor calls. As introduced in the previous section, the 

authors’ opinion is that there is a gap nowadays in the literature with regards to the full 

understanding of the relationships between the human mind cognitive (or motivational) 

fallacies and their practical consequences at the portfolio level. The study will be based 

on project-based organisations, with the aim of including a spread of industries. The 

research will provide the basis for future developments by one of the authors, which 

aims to further investigate these topics during his PhD studies in Management.  

 

1.3 Research question and research objectives 
 

The discussion above highlights the need for further research regarding the problems 

originated at portfolio level that have their roots in decision making fallacies. With this 

regard, the thesis aims to answer to the question:   

 

How are decision making biases related to project portfolio problems within a project-

based organisation? 
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With regards to the research question, the authors chose such a question as it provides a 

specific task to perform within the scope of the master thesis. However, as the research 

progressed, the authors realised that many factors affecting decision making other than 

heuristics and biases could be studied, but these would have gone beyond the time and 

resources available for a master thesis. These factors are introduced in the suggestions 

for future studies part, taking into account the intention of one of the authors to further 

investigate them.  

 

This Thesis has the overall objective of increasing the understanding of how decision 

making biases and fallacies affect project-based organisations. To achieve this 

objective, more specific research objectives have been defined: 

 

- To understand which are the common problems originated by portfolio selection 

and prioritisation decisions. 

 

- To examine whether and what decision making heuristics and biases do affect 

the portfolio selection and prioritisation process. 

 

- To investigate which are the connections between these fallacies and the 

identified problems, if any.  

 

These objectives will be addressed through an exploratory study involving several 

industries and project-based organisations.  

 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction. The purpose of the introductory chapter is to make the reader 

familiar with project and portfolio management, in particular with the themes of 

selection and prioritisation. The second main topic introduced in this chapter is the 

decision making process, and the known biases and fallacies that affect it. The 

introduction presents subsequently the research context and the objectives of the study.  

 

Chapter 2: Theoretical framework. This chapter provides the reader with literature 

review on the relevant topic. It is split in two parts, the first addressing portfolio 

management and its related issues, with regards to the selection and prioritisation 

phases. The second part is related with decision making theory, introducing the reader 

to the development of this field of study. Key concepts are addressed, such as the 

heuristics and the biases that affect the decision maker when it comes to take complex 

decisions, with particular attention to the decision making in business. Finally, 

investment decision criteria are explored.  

 

Chapter 3: Methodology. This chapter is divided into two parts. In the first the 

theoretical methodology is described to demonstrate the authors’ approach to the study, 

explaining authors’ preconceptions, the research philosophy, approach and strategy, 

including the choice of the data collection. The second part regards the practical 

methodology, which aims to justify the choices of the authors with regards to the 

literature selection, the selection of the participants, how the interviews are conducted, 

and an introduction of the respondents. In this sub-chapter it is also described the 

rationale behind the processing of the materials, the presentation of the results and 

subsequent analysis. Finally, the truth criteria and ethical considerations are presented.  
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Chapter 4: Empirical findings. This chapter includes the empirical findings of the study. 

These findings organised according to the main themes identified in the methodology 

chapter.  

 

Chapter 5: Analysis. In this chapter, the empirical material is assessed against the 

literature introduced in chapter 2. The aim of the analysis is to highlight possible 

commonalities or contradictions between the empirical findings and theory. The 

analysis provides the basis for the conclusion.  

 

Chapter 6: Conclusion. The conclusion aims to define whether the research objectives 

of the thesis have been fulfilled, to highlight the most interesting findings of the thesis 

and to expose the authors’ point of view regarding the contribution of the study to the 

theory as well as the practical implications. Finally, the authors provide their 

perspectives with regards to future researches and developments of this exploratory 

study.  
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2 Literature Review  
 

2.1 Part 1: Project Portfolios 
 

2.1.1 Projects and Project management  
 

Projects and project management has been thoroughly studied in the scope of 

organizations in the last years. To understand these two terms, it is essential to 

differentiate between project and project management. project management is 

conceptualized as a procedure which applies tools and methods to direct the 

accomplishment of project goals (Munns & Bjeirmi, 1996, p.81). A project is defined as 

a temporary nature endeavour, which has a particular goal, and is realized by utilizing 

resources in a certain direction (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995, p.437). The relationship 

between a certain project and the organization that undertakes it has been described as a 

parent-child relationship (Artto et al., 2008, p.6),  where  the parent organisation is a key 

stakeholder for the project, but not the only strong and key stakeholder. Furthermore, 

Turner & Müller (2003, pp.3–4) explain another aspect of projects’ nature, identifying 

projects as drivers that provide important advantages for the purpose of change in 

organizations. Each project is special and unique, although all projects share the same 

purpose, which is to create value to enable the success and survival of organisations. 

Projects are among the major means used by organisations to achieve this aim, which 

will allow organizations to gain competitive advantage (Shenhar, 2004, p.573). Hence, 

projects can’t be claimed successful unless they provide value and satisfy key 

stakeholders’ interests adjusting to the surrounding environment (Artto et al., 2008, p.5; 

Shenhar, 2004, p.569). Moreover, consideration about strategic objectives should be 

taken into account in understanding the benefits derived from conducting projects. 

Managing projects should be done in a future perspective and in a way that ensures 

building long term competitive advantage in order to reach a strategic position. 

Therefore, in order to realize the strategic objectives a holistic view is needed to 

systematically “align, organize, and execute activities” (PMI, 2011, p.4; Shenhar et al., 

2001, p.703).  

 

As a consequence of the increasing importance of projects as means to deliver 

organisational strategy, many organisations started a process of projectification, 

developing a project-based structure (Lundin & Söderholm, 1998, p.14). To understand 

the difference between projectized organisations and other forms of organisations, 

Hobday ( 2000, p.877) proposes a framework with the following six types: 
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Figure 1 Hobday's six types of organisations 
 

From the figure, the F1, F2, F3, F4 and F5 represent the different functions an 

organisation may have (sales, financial,..), while P1, P2, P3, P4, and P5 represent the 

projects that that organization may have. As shown by the figure, the types of 

organizations vary between two extremes: from non-projectized and only functional 

type (A) to totally projectized type (F). While type B have less project focus and 

coordination, type C represents a balance that the organization may have in considering 

functionality and projects. In type D, the project matrix, projects and functions have 

equal importance, thus the project and functional managers have similar power. In type 

(E), projects have priority and privilege over functions with coordination shown in the 

links. Finally, type (F) represents the ultimate projectized organization, where projects 

are the heart of the organization and the business is built around them. 

 

2.1.2 Project Portfolios  
 

A project portfolio is defined as a collection of projects that are undertaken within the 

responsibility of certain company or an organization (Archer & Ghasemzadeh, 2011, 

p.94). Thus, management of the company mainly takes care of decisions like: selecting 

the projects, prioritizing them, and allocating or changing the allocation of the 

organizations’ resources to the top-ranked projects, with focus given also to the daily 

management issues related to the portfolios (Blichfeldt & Eskerod, 2008, p.358; 

Ghasemzadeh & Archer, 2000, p.208). 

 

The idea of project portfolio emanated from managing projects together. In most of 

organizations, projects are collected in groups rather than managed individually 
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(Martinsuo et al., 2014, p.732). This approach aims to ensure that projects are managed 

in an effective way, and helps to avoid overscheduling and having repetitive projects. 

Managing projects in portfolios enables also to implement efficient way of dealing with 

the company resources, including material resources as well as soft knowledge that 

could be transferred among different teams and projects (Zika-Viktorsson et al., 2006, 

p.385). The project portfolio may contain either internal or external projects. The 

internal ones may be creating new products or services, adjustment to existing products 

or services, etc., while external projects are conducted for stakeholders outside of the 

company, and may require strategic decisions such as trying to enter new markets 

(Pajares et al., 2009, p.1422).  

 

A differentiation should be made between the tactical level of thinking on the project 

level and the strategic level on the portfolio level (Artto et al., 2008, p.6). While the 

tactical view considers issues related to time, cost, quality, the strategic view entails 

issues like selection of the right projects, prioritization, and resource management 

(Pennypacker & Dye, 2002, p.1). Furthermore, one important implication to this view of 

projects is their success definition. Even though a project is on time, cost and quality, it 

would not be necessarily successful unless it brings up the value it was supposed to give 

to the enterprise (Shenhar et al., 2001, p.700). This view would help the organization 

not to get lost in detail and to keep taking a holistic vision, in order to ensure that the 

expected strategic benefits of these projects will be met (Pennypacker, 2003, p.1; PMI, 

2006, p.4).  

 

Strategic focus will result from multiple projects environment; hence, the decision 

makers focus is not on one project, instead it is to the whole portfolio. The strategy of 

organizations relies on being inimitable and performing in different ways than 

competitors (Porter, 1996, p.64), hence it is critical that projects are aligned with 

organisational strategy (Cooper et al., 1999a, p.343). One method to ensure the 

alignment of project portfolio with the strategic goals of the organization is by cluster 

the projects in a project portfolio. Hence, portfolio management is about making 

strategic decision, involving the consideration of possible trade-offs in which the 

organization might incur, while planning and conducting strategy (Müller et al., 2008, 

pp.29–30). For this reason, senior management focus should be on distributing resource 

among projects, in order to achieve the goals within the various constraints (Kaiser et al. 

2014, p.2; Pennypacker & Dye 2000, p.4). 

 

The internal and external environment surrounding projects is highly complex 

(Snowden & Boone, 2007, p.70). The contextual factors surrounding projects and 

portfolios include high uncertainty on the different levels of external environment, 

structure of the organization, and unforeseen changes on the project level. This 

complexity also includes the different risk levels, resources limitations, and interaction 

among projects, etc. Hence, making suitable investment decisions under such conditions 

is complicated, and efficient project portfolio selection process becomes critical for 

many companies (Martinsuo et al., 2014, p.733), taking into account that the selection 

should be aligned with the goals of the company (Ghasemzadeh & Archer, 2000, p.74). 

 

2.1.3 Project Portfolio Management 

 

Senior executives of organisations manage a portfolio of projects with a three stage 

process: the first is structuring the portfolio, which includes planning the portfolio 
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characteristics by taking into account the strategy and required targets of the company 

in order to achieve the strategic goals. The second stage is the management of the 

resources: the objective of this stage is to properly assign the resources within the 

portfolio and managing them successfully and efficiently. The third stage is directing 

the portfolio. Within this stage the focus is on the flexibility, in order to be responsive to 

changes in the environment making sure that the portfolio is performing well. Although 

not all companies undertake these three steps with the same scope and quality, this 

procedure offers a general view on how project portfolio management is undertaken 

within organisations (Beringer et al., 2013, p.832; Blichfeldt & Eskerod, 2008, p.358). 

 

Cooper et al. (1999, p.345) explore other methods that are used to manage project 

portfolios. One of the most popular methods is to take business strategy as a basis. By 

using this technique, resources are assigned based on whether projects are aligned with 

the organization’s strategy. Another common portfolio technique is based on the 

financial performance: projects are evaluated in terms of the financial return and 

profitability provided to the organization (Martinsuo et al., 2014, p.734). A third well-

known type of methods relies on assessing the projects utilizing criteria defined by the 

company. For each criterion, a score is assigned and the assessment of projects in terms 

of “go/kill” decision, and prioritisation comparing to the other projects, depends on the 

achievement of a predetermined score (Cooper et al., 1999b, p.345).  

 

Despite the critical role of the various stakeholders, research has given less focus to this 

notion within the portfolio management context (Shao et al., 2012, p.38). The key 

stakeholders with regards to projects portfolios are distributed on four levels: the first 

one comprises senior managers, which are the most important decision makers (Gallén, 

2009, p.326). This group is responsible for strategic considerations including the target, 

selection, prioritization, resource allocation, and solving conflicts within the context of 

the portfolio. The second group is composed of mid-level line management, including 

functional or general line. This group has less authority but plays a critical role 

regarding the management of resources. The third group is composed by project 

portfolio managers, which represent a centralized unit playing an incorporating role 

(Blomquist & Müller, 2006, p.55). This group is supportive to senior management, with 

a primary role of planning, controlling, and coordinating multiple projects. According to 

Jonas (2010, p.823), the clearer the role and the higher the empowerment of the 

portfolio manager, the more positive impact will be on the portfolio activities. Portfolio 

managers are more engaged in the third phase, which is directing the portfolio. The 

fourth group of stakeholders comprises the project managers; this group of stakeholders 

plays an operational role, in contrast with the strategic role of the first three groups 

(Anantatmula, 2008, pp.36–37). In most of the organizations, project managers don’t 

play a major role in the project portfolio management process. However, project 

managers contribute to all stages:  during the structuring phase, they are expected to 

meet the objectives for the project. During the resource management stage, project 

managers should abide by the limits for resources. During the final stage of steering the 

project, project managers deliver up to date information about the execution and provide 

the deliverables (Beringer et al., 2013, pp.833–834). 

 

2.1.4 Project Portfolio selection & prioritisation 

 

In managing the portfolio of projects, a selection decision has to be made to choose the 

group of projects providing the best value possible. Nevertheless, it is difficult to decide 
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the ideal portfolio of projects, taking into account the limitations of budget and other 

constraints. On the other hand, the selection decision is strategic by nature (Müller et al. 

2008, p.38). Successful companies make this decision in the light of the overall strategy. 

However, many organisations fail to take this factor into account during the selection 

measures process. Furthermore, the complexity of this process emanates from the 

strategy and organisation’s long-term objectives, emphasizing the critical link between 

strategy and project portfolio processes. Since the selection process is strategic by 

nature, some external factors may prove critical and should be taken into account 

(Kaiser et al. 2014, p.7). Hence, the selection process will not lead to the best possible 

portfolio without accounting for the surrounding uncertainty. This consideration would 

help in increasing the stakeholders’ satisfaction after making the decisions and the 

portfolio performance will be increased (Vilkkumaa et al. 2014, p.781).  

 

Many methods are used to evaluate the projects to be considered for portfolio selection, 

in order to maximize the value as much as possible. The major factors considered are 

operational and financial. In order to gauge the value of the projects, analytical methods 

like weighted scores or programmed methods for more complicated criteria are used. 

Some challenges may be faced during the portfolio selection, such as uncertainties 

related to the projects, the complexity due to interdependencies among projects, and 

biased judgments of decision makers due to subjectivity (Ghapanchi et al., 2012, p.791). 

 

The project portfolio entails a dynamic process as Pajares et al. (2009, p.1423) explain 

and show in Figure 2. Projects within portfolios can be selected either to fulfil strategic 

needs, which is a top-down approach, or to respond to proposals from the individuals 

within the organisation, which is a bottom-up approach. The process reflects the overall 

strategy of the organisation, as it enables to choose the projects that will meet certain 

objectives and to reject the ones that do not get along with the culture and future 

foresight of the organisation. A thorough analysis of the strategies of the organisation as 

well as its strengths and weaknesses is the starting point before reflecting these notions 

to the portfolio of projects. 

 
 

Figure 2 Project Portfolio Dynamic Process 
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The process shown in the figure is based on an evaluation that may be conducted 

through different methods. The methods that are used for evaluation are checklists, 

multiple-criteria, financial measures including return on investment and net present 

value, marketing criteria, and other technical criteria (Pajares et al., 2009, p.1423). 

 

According to Pennypacker & Dye (2000, p.10), once the projects are selected, they need 

to be prioritized. Before starting prioritisation, some considerations should be made in 

order to make sure that projects, that are to be evaluated against each other, are 

comparable. This comparability is in terms of the scope, resource demand, time to 

complete, complexity, and level of technology. Had these considerations been done, the 

decision maker will be able to make an educated decision when prioritizing. However, 

prioritisation may pose some challenges to the decision-maker. In fact, he/she has to 

give the right balance between the different stages at which different projects are with 

the different priorities of the projects, and this may cause additional pressure on the top 

management. 

 

One way used to prioritize project is the project prioritisation matrix (Gosenheimer et 

al., 2012, pp.4–8). The procedure to conduct the prioritization using this matrix includes 

the following steps: first, to establish a measuring criteria; this step relies on selecting 

critical aspects that would help to distinguish the projects that would provide the most 

value for the company from the others. Afterwards, a scale should be chosen for each 

criteria, to score projects against this scale. Second, a weighing process should be 

conducted for each criteria. This weight will be multiplied by the criteria value in order 

to prioritize. Third, a matrix should be created including the criteria, weights, and names 

of the selected projects (see the example in Table 1.) Fourth, the delegated teams should 

thoroughly proceed to the evaluation of projects against the criteria, by filling in the 

scores and weights within the matrix, and then by calculating the results. Then, the 

weighted values should be added up to obtain an overall score for each project. Fifth, 

the matrix of the evaluated projects has to be reviewed by key stakeholders. The 

outcome of this matrix is a good start for discussion, so relevant departments and 

stakeholders could have an insight regarding the whole project. Finally, projects may be 

grouped into high, medium, or low priority depending on their scores. The benefits of 

such a matrix are the following: it helps in simplifying a decision in a complex context. 

Moreover, it gives a fast and a consistent way of dealing with that prioritization 

decision. Next, this tool provides an objective and quantifiable way. Finally, it provides 

a good start for discussion among a group of decision-makers. 
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Table 1 Project prioritisation matrix example 

 

Stawicki & Müller (2007, p.1) raise the argument that current guides and best practices 

proposed by institutes and associations are not effectively connected with the 

practitioners’ reality, in which organisations operate. Issues acknowledged by the 

authors (2007, pp.1–2) include the lack of practicality of associations when referring to 

terms such as portfolio managers, which, as a professional figure, may not exist 

explicitly in many organisations. Another issue is that guides and books focus almost 

exclusively on “what” to do without giving enough attention on “how” to do it. 

Furthermore, these books provide methods and techniques but do not provide 

suggestions about the environment in which these tools work best, and, finally, the 

operational side of portfolio management is not developed enough (Stawicki & Müller, 

2007, pp.1–2).  
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2.1.5 Portfolio problems 
 

Several problems are associated with the portfolio of projects; Ghasemzadeh & Archer 

(2000, p.73) suggest that the reasons behind them are: contradictory goals among 

projects, the ambiguity of the objectives, the risk and pressure coming from the 

environment, lack of balance in the portfolio in terms of completion time and risk, and 

the high complexity that may emanate from interconnected projects. Moreover, the 

authors suggest that the problems get more severe when the procedures are not clear in 

terms of resource use within the portfolio. 

 

One important issue facing the portfolio is the high number of projects and scarcity of 

resources (Pajares et al., 2009, p.1424). Moreover, making the Go/Kill decision occurs 

without supporting evidence and solid background, while another vital problem is that 

the selection methods aren’t comprehensive enough to eliminate the low-value projects 

(Cooper et al., 2000, p.23). Additionally, Elonen & Artto (2003, p.397) suggest a 

number of other issues that occur while undertaking portfolio of projects: a first issue is 

the missing link between strategy and the selection process, which may be reflected in 

low spending on strategic projects. Another selection issue is the low quality of projects 

selected, which is closely connected to the selection criteria that should actively filter 

the real projects that provide value from the ones who don’t (Elonen & Artto, 2003, 

p.397). Furthermore, another important problem is the management’s hesitance to make 

the kill decision for undergoing projects, even though projects are no more business. 

Elonen & Artto (2003) claim also that the combination of limited amount of resources 

and absence of focus results in insufficient balance, and hence the portfolio of on-going 

projects suffers. Another issue is that many organizations miss the strategic vision by 

choosing short-term projects (Pajares et al., 2009, p.1426). The problems related to the 

portfolio management have some roots in decision making; thus, a review of this 

process would help in better understanding portfolio management improvement. 

 

Cooper et al. (2000, p.19) further investigate the major potential problems facing the 

portfolio and provides four challenges: first, the imbalance of resources between supply 

and demand. In fact, the demand is usually much higher than the supply, which would 

eventually lead to spreading resources thin over the portfolio. Second, many projects 

seem to be promising and attractive in the early phases. Thus, the management falls in 

the trap of prioritizing many of them and afterwards facing real problems to make the 

“Go/Kill” decisions or even pause some projects. Third, a big problem that the portfolio 

may face is the untrustworthy information given to decision makers, which would 

negatively affect investment decisions. Fourth, a very common portfolio problem is the 

rarity of valuable projects in terms of financial income, market share, or technological 

advancement for the organization. 

 

Many managers make a mistake of selecting too many projects by assuming smooth 

transferability of resources between projects (Kester et al., 2009, p.328). Instead, 

sharing resources among projects may increase the cost in either schedule or cost 

(Elonen & Artto, 2003, p.398). The constraint of resource emerges when several 

projects compete for a rare resource, a particular case the human resource which can be 

transferred without having negative effect on the productivity. Hence, performing many 

activities in the same time would lead to problems eventually require redoing the work 

(Krüger & Scholl, 2009, pp.492–493; Pajares et al., 2009, p.1424). Martinsuo et al. 

(2014, p.741) suggest that to deal with uncertainty, portfolio management usually relies 
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on rational decision making and control including project planning, budgeting, as well 

as the known tools to manage and control the portfolio. The full mindfulness of the 

management equipped with control techniques is important, however, political and 

cultural factors should be considered. These factors are connected to intuition and 

should take the customer satisfaction and safety issues into account. All of these matters 

should be in the light of the vision of the organization to keep the work on the strategic 

path. 

 

2.2 Part 2: Decision Making and Projects 
 

2.2.1 Overview  

 

Decision Making has been a topic of research in management for a long time (Buchanan 

& Connell, 2006, p.33). Nowadays, researchers are able to describe how people make 

decisions with a high degree of accuracy. However, scholars are still seeking to 

understand how to help people in making optimal decisions (Milkman et al., 2009, 

p.379). In fact, decision makers in business in recent years have made considerable 

number of poor decisions (Davenport, 2009, p.118). Different reasons have been 

identified to explain this issue; for example Davenport (2009, p.118) found out that 

decisions are usually viewed as a prerogative of individuals (i.e.: senior managers) 

rather than groups, and that the decision making process has not been analysed in depth 

by firms. Moreover, when addressing the decision making topic, issues can be found not 

only in the practitioner arena but also in academia: an underlying assumption of many 

organisational theories is that a certain degree of predictability and order exists in the 

world (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p.69). Such assumption leads to the creation of 

simplifications, which may be useful when facing ordered circumstances, however, 

when environment changes and becomes more complex, these simplifications fail in 

helping decision makers.  

 

2.2.2 Decision Theory 

 

Everything that a human being does, from simple day-to-day to highly sophisticated 

activities, involves decisions. Hence, to theorize about decisions is almost the same as to 

theorize about humankind; history itself may be seen as the sum of the choices of 

humanity (Buchanan & Connell, 2006, p.33). In fact, questioning about how humans 

make decisions - and who should make them - can be dated back in the time, when 

people still looked for assistance from the stars. Those questions contributed to shape 

social systems such as government and justice (Buchanan & Connell, 2006, p.33). 

However, decision theory does not have such a broad focus of interest. In the modern 

era, decision making study narrowed its scope, investigating on how we use our 

freedom, more precisely our behaviour in presence of alternatives (Hansson, 2005, p.5).  

 

The study of decision behaviour is a multidisciplinary field, as it involves contributions 

from economics, statistics, psychology, politics, social science and philosophy. In 

decision theories, one can define normative and descriptive theories, which respectively 

focus on how decisions should be made in a rational way and how they are actually 

made. In contrast with other fields of social science, in which the boundaries between 

normative and descriptive theories are easy to define, in decision making they are more 

blurred (Kirkebøen, 2009, p.2; Milkman et al., 2009, p.379). Rationality has an 

important role in decision theories, however it is not the only means by which decisions 
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are made, as there are other important aspects that apply, such as ethical and political 

ones. Furthermore, decision theory does not ‘enter the scene’ until these norms have 

been fixed; that is, for example, decision theory provide executives with methods that 

assist them in their aim to maximise companies’ profits, but does not treat the question 

of whether they should try to do it (Hansson, 2005, p.7).   

 

2.2.3 The process of decision making 

 

Several authors in the XX century investigated the decision making process. According 

to Dewey (1978, p. 234-241), this process consists of five consecutive stages that lead 

from the acknowledgement of the existence of a problem to the appraisal of a possible 

solution. Dewey’s model was then reduced to three phases, namely: intelligence, design 

and choice (Simon 1960, p. 2). Many other models share the same underlying 

assumption, that depicts a decision as a multi-phase process where the various parts 

come in a certain fixed order (Hansson, 2005, p.10). In contrast with this view, other 

authors claimed that a decision could be seen instead as a process where the phases are 

organized in parallel rather than in sequence (Witte 1972, p.180). Decision making 

could be depicted as a process of identification, development and selection, where these 

phases are not sequential but have a circular relationship (Mintzberg et al., 1976, 

pp.253–266). According to Mintzberg et al. (1976), the identification phase is composed 

of two distinct routines which are: recognition and diagnosis, and by that problems are 

identified and defined without ambiguity. In the development phase, the decision maker 

searches for ready solutions and eventually designs new ones in case the existing 

solutions are not satisfying. Finally, in the selection phase three important routines are 

performed: first the screening of ready solutions – in the case that too many have been 

identified during the search, second, the evaluation choice between the alternatives, and 

third, the authorization for the solution selected. Although Mintzberg et al. (1976, 

p.257) note that the evaluation choice routine has less significance than the design and 

diagnosis, they claim that the former is the main object of research from scholars. On 

the other side, one must acknowledge that the evaluation choice is the focus of decision 

process and is the routine that really makes the process a decision process. The nature of 

the other routines is to a large extent determined by the evaluation process (Hansson, 

2005, p.12).  

 

The choice made concur in the effect of a decision with external factors out of decision 

maker’s control. Some of these factors are known, and representative of the background 

information that aids the decision maker, while other are unknown, and called states of 

nature. The outcome of every decision depends on the combined effect of the chosen 

option with the state of nature. The information available about the state of nature 

determines the classification of the decision making. Thus, if the outcome of a decision 

is unique and unequivocally determined, then it is defined as decision making under 

certainty. However, if different outcomes may verify, with a known occurring 

probability, then, the decision occurs under risk. Finally, if different outcomes may 

verify but their probabilities are unknown, then the decision belongs to the realm of 

uncertainty (Simon et al., 1958, p.13).  

 

2.2.4 Decision Making under risk  

 

The state of nature and the information available, as showed above, significantly 

contribute to shaping the decision and its outcome. Another important element in the 
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decision making arena is the rationale that underlies the decisions themselves. One 

principle that guides the rationale choice of an option is the maximisation of the 

expected utility, introduced by Von Neumann and Morgenstern in 1944 (Edwards, 

1954, p.391). According to this approach, a rational choice is based on picking the 

alternative that promises the highest expected utility, which is the product of the 

estimated utility of each outcomes by their probability of occurrence (Kirkebøen, 2009, 

p.2). This is the most generally accepted model for decision making under risk 

(Schoemaker, 1982, p.529), used both in descriptive and normative applications 

(Hansson, 2005, p.29).  

 

2.2.5 Decision Making under Uncertainty 
 

When the probability of each outcome is not known, the Expected Utility model fails in 

providing support to the decision maker. The Subjective Expected Utility is an attempt 

by Savage to extend Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s theory from objective 

probabilities (risks) to subjective ones, when dealing with uncertainty (Kirkebøen, 2009, 

p.170). Since its first proposal, this theory was subject to a lot of criticism, as many 

authors pointed out that people do not commonly perform the steps required to make a 

decision. In an attempt to focus more on descriptive points of view rather than 

normative ones, the concept of bounded rationality was introduced: as there are not 

enough information to make decisions according to the Subjective Expected Utility 

model, people cannot act with the purpose of maximising utility. Instead, the guiding 

principle for the decision making seems to be to find satisficing solutions (Simon et al., 

1958).  

 

Tversky & Kahneman (1974, p.1124) introduced the concept of heuristics in decision 

making, which are strategies that allow to simplify a problem and come to a satisfying 

solution (Hammond et al., 2006, p.118; Snowden & Boone, 2007, p.69). Although these 

routines help people in making decisions, they may lead to make mistakes, and are 

among the reasons why people don’t act in the optimal way against uncertainty 

(Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, p.1125). Several of these judgement heuristics are applied 

in people’s common decisions. When asked to estimate the likelihood of an event or 

element to belong to a group, people tend to base their answer on how representative 

that element can be of that group. But the fact that something is more representative 

does not make it more likely (Kirkebøen, 2009, p.172). This heuristic leads to two 

common biases, the first of them is the insensitivity to base rates, which means that 

when presented with general (base rate) information and specific information about 

something, the mind tends to ignore the former and to focus on the latter (Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1974). The second bias is the conjunction fallacy, that represent the 

tendency to estimate events A and B together more probable than A alone (Kirkebøen, 

2009, p.177). Another common heuristic is the availability heuristic, the overestimation 

of events that are most easily noticed or most easily remembered (Hammond et al., 

2006, p.126). The anchoring bias refers to the tendency to give disproportionate weight 

to the first information received, so the initial estimate anchors subsequent ones 

(Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, p.1128). In the business world this happens for example 

when a past event or trend becomes the anchor and only gets adjusted with other factors 

when decision maker has to forecast future events. Another common trap into which 

people commonly fall is the bias toward the status quo, that verifies when decision 

makers take decisions toward alternatives that perpetuate the status quo, seen as the 

least risky choice and hence more attractive (Hammond et al., 2006, pp.121–122). The 
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preference reversal bias happens when changing the way alternatives are presented 

changes also the preference for the alternatives, although the framing was equivalent 

from a normative point of view (Kirkebøen, 2009, p.178). Hammond et al. (2006) 

identify other biases that have dangerous consequences in the decision making. They 

note that, especially in business world, people have the tendency to make choices that 

support and justify previous decisions, even when those past choices no longer seem to 

be valid. They call this the sunk cost bias, because, as sunk costs, past decisions should 

be irrelevant to the present choices but still they prey on our minds, and guide us to 

make inappropriate decisions (Hammond et al., 2006, p.122). Strongly related to sunk 

cost bias there is another fallacy, called escalation of commitment, that is, people tend 

to pursue what seems to be a losing course of action (Brockner, 1992, p.39). In fact, in a 

context of uncertainty and rapid changes, decision makers should have the willingness 

and the capability to respond by changing the course of action when needed. However, 

many people do not act like this in a consistent way. For example, in many cases 

managers commit themselves and their organisation to projects, which are not justified 

from the business point of view anymore. In other words, the value of discharging these 

investments is higher than keeping them (Schultze et al., 2012, p.19). However, 

although there is a conventional belief that escalation has negative results, some argue 

in favour of its potential positive outcomes under certain conditions (Wang & Wong, 

2012, p.1436). The hindsight bias refers to the tendency to overestimate the extent to 

which an event, that has already taken place, could have been foreseen. The knowledge 

a posteriori of the event influences our perception of the judgment we made at time, and 

thus it influences also the lesson we can learn from that decision making process 

(Milkman et al., 2009, p.381). Furthermore, studies showed that people have the 

tendency to fall into the confirming evidence trap, which consists in looking for 

information that support one’s own beliefs, while discarding the evidence that provide a 

conflicting perspective (Hammond et al., 2006, p.123). When making estimates people 

tend to be overconfident about their capability of being accurate, as confirmed by the 

many projects that are delivered in delay with respect with the planned schedule 

(Buehler et al., 2002, p.250). There are various definitions for the overconfidence bias. 

Different related concepts may be distinguished. First, the decision makers 

overestimation for their own abilities is called over-estimation, while the unfounded 

rationale that they are better than the others is called over-placement, and the feeling of 

being better than the average is called self-enhancement, whereas high certainty about 

the accuracy is perceived as over-precision (Fellner & Krügel, 2012, p.143; Moore & 

Healy, 2008, p.502). Another well-known decision making bias is over-optimism. In 

fact, being over-optimistic means to have the tendency to choose alternatives which 

have overestimated likelihood to succeed rather than underestimated (Van Den Steen, 

2004, p.1141).  

 

Tversky & Kahneman (1974, p.1126) note that those biases are not only cognitive 

fallacies, but many of them might have motivational causes: for example, the sunk cost 

bias has its explanation in the fact that people are generally unwilling to admit a 

mistake; especially in business, a bad call is often a very public matter which may 

causes critical comments from colleagues or bosses (Hammond et al., 2006, p.122). The 

same reason may help to understand why people fall into the confirming evidence trap. 

Another evidence supported by studies is that people tend to be risk adverse when a 

problem is framed in terms of gains but risk seeking when it is posed in terms of 

avoiding losses; in other words, losses are seen as more painful than gains as 

pleasurable (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979, p.278). Kahneman & Tversky (1979) 
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proposed the Prospect Theory, using a descriptive approach to explain those fallacies 

and to understand the reasons why people do not act according to a normative model 

such as the (Subjective) Expected Utility theory. The Prospect Theory takes into 

account the biases and heuristics described above and organize them into a single theory 

(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979, p.263). This theoretical framework has its pillars in the 

value function and the decision weight function. The value function explains how 

decision makers estimate the objective value of an alternative, taking into account four 

fundamental assumptions. The first is Bernoulli’s law of diminishing returns, which 

assumes that fixed increments of objective value lead to constantly diminishing 

increments of perceived (subjective) utility (Hansson, 2005, p.31). The second is the 

logarithmic curve related to the losses already experienced. The third assumption is the 

already introduced idea that losses have a stronger impact on our perception than gains. 

Finally, the last assumption regards the idea that in decision making different 

preferences result from different (subjective) reference points, and that the individual 

reference point can be easily changed (Hammond et al., 2006, p.124). The weight 

decision function takes into account the systematic biases in people experience of 

objective uncertainty: people have a strong tendency to attribute too much weight to 

small probabilities, and small difference of probabilities (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979, 

p.280).  

 

2.2.6 Non Rational Decision Making 
 

While the Prospect Theory was able to explain and even predict people’s behaviour in 

face of uncertainty, and overcome many of the issues suggested by the critics of 

subjective expected utility framework, it was still unable to address the issue of 

emotional variables. Emotions such as regret and rejoice, which are expected or 

anticipated, might influence the decision makers estimation of expected future utility. 

This concept was first introduced and developed by the Regret Theory (Loomes & 

Sugden, 1982, p.807). With regards to the decision making process, emotions can be 

divided into two types: the expected emotions and the immediate ones. The first 

category refers to the expectations of how the decision maker would feel once 

consequences of his/her decisions would have occurred (Loewenstein & Lerner, 2003, 

p.620). The latter refers to the emotions experienced at the moment of the deliberation, 

and influences decision making in two different ways, having a direct impact or an 

indirect impact. Loewenstein & Lerner (2003, p.620) explain that a direct impact 

applies when an emotion generated by the prospects of the choice to be made will affect 

the decision itself. On the other side, indirect impact refers to situations in which a pre-

existing emotion affects the perspective of the decision maker when making the 

deliberation. These concepts are included in the theory of the affect heuristic, which 

claim that human being’s feelings can influence how people make decisions and replace 

more complex and rational evaluations (Slovic et al., 2004, p.314).  

 

Many researches point out that people choose emotionally – and most of the time 

unconsciously - and then use facts and data to back up their decision (Emery, 2012, 

p.429; Kirkebøen, 2009, p.8). Every external stimulus evokes an emotion, which might 

alter the decision maker’s judgement leading him to take non-rational decisions. In fact, 

Slovic et al. (2004, p.313) show that a contrast exists between two different modes of 

thinking: the analytic and the experiential system. The first is slow and requires 

cognitive effort. The reason is that this system has to process many information, and 

involves rational thinking, affective neutrality, consciousness, substantial evidence. On 
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the contrary, the second is fast, intuitive, automatic, affective, and implicit (no 

consciousness) which requires little cognitive effort. For these characteristics, the latter 

mode is more often adopted by people when making decisions, causing in some 

situations non-rational and illogical behaviours (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p.69).  

 

Human minds never become calibrated enough to make estimates in the realm of 

uncertainty. Moreover, the higher the stakes are, the higher the risk is of being caught in 

a psychological trap. This is due to the fact that highly complex and important decisions 

tend to involve a big number of assumptions, estimates and inputs from many people, 

and hence they are the most prone to distortion (Hammond et al., 2006, p.126). On the 

other side, the cost of sub-optimal decisions is very high, especially in the current 

society, which is a knowledge-based economy. Thus, a knowledge worker’s primary 

deliverable is making good decisions (Milkman et al., 2009, p.381). Since the past 

century, scholars started to study effective ways to “de-bias” our judgement processes. 

However, it is hard to eliminate these behaviours as they involve human 

unconsciousness rather than the rational mind (Kirkebøen, 2009, p.21).  

 

2.2.7 Decision Making in Business 

 

Decisions have to be made under a certain degree of uncertainty, as there is always a 

gap between what managers want to do and the capabilities of the available information 

and the decision tools (Blanco & Olsina, 2011, p.109). Hence, many authors claim that 

managing a company is mainly managing uncertainties, and understand the 

relationships between the opportunities and the threats (Hammond et al., 2006, p.118; 

Luehrman, 1998a, p.89; Olafsson, 2003, p.170). It is also important to understand the 

nature of uncertainty: in many of the business’ day to day situations, uncertainty is 

epistemic rather than aleatory (Mohamed & McCowan, 2001, p.232). While the first 

condition refers to the degree of knowledge of the decision maker, the second is related 

to an intrinsic nature of randomness of the source of uncertainty (Kiureghian & 

Ditlevsen, 2009, p.106). Hence, in many situations it is possible for the decision maker 

to increase the knowledge, as well as to reduce the level of uncertainty, by recurring to 

an expert advice (Damghani et al., 2009, p.4). However, not always the expert 

knowledge is enough to fill the gap, therefore, many scholars realized that models and 

frameworks should assist decision makers. These tools aim to improve the general 

process of decision making, rather than focusing exclusively on a certain, defined, 

decision.  

 

Scholars recognize how important it is to prioritize the decisions for managers. This 

must be made within an organisation, to ensure that crucial decisions would be analysed 

with sufficient attention and care (Davenport, 2009, p.119). It is critical for a manager to 

consider also the environment in which the decision should be taken and calibrate a 

proper behaviour for each situation. The context must be assessed, and an understanding 

whether the environment is ordered or not should be formulated. In the first type, cause 

and effect relationships can be found and right answers can be determined, while in the 

latter no cause-effect relationships seem to exist, and the way forward is determined 

based on emerging patterns (Snowden & Boone, 2007, pp.70–72). According to this 

distinction, Snowden & Boone (2007, p.70) identify five possible contexts. Within the 

ordered environments there are simple and complicated ones, while within the 

unordered environments there are the complex and chaotic ones. Simple and 

complicated contexts differ in the level of knowledge that is needed to find an answer to 
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the problem. Another distinction is the kind of reaction that can be put on practice. 

Thus, best practices are typical of simple environments where it can be identified a 

single right answer, while good practices are typical of the complicated ones, referred as 

the realms of known unkowns where multiple right answers might exist. On the 

unordered side of reality, Snowden and Boone (2007, p.73) distinguish between 

complex and chaotic contexts. In complex environments, at least one proper answer 

exists but it cannot be defined, as major changes continuously modify the existing 

situation introducing unpredictability; hence the understanding of relationships happens 

only in retrospect. In chaotic contexts a right answer does not even exists, as these are 

the realms of turbulence and no relationship of cause-effect can be determined. The only 

possible action a decision maker might undertake is to work to transform the context 

from chaos into complexity, where at least emerging patterns can be identified and 

followed. Finally, disorder is the situation where it is not even possible to assess the 

type of context. 

 

2.2.8 Decision Making Models 

 

When dealing with the realm of uncertainty, different models help to come to a 

decision. However, the choice of the approach itself is influenced by the attitude of the 

decision maker. The maxi-min strategy was first developed by Von Neumann in game 

theory. This strategy guides to choose the alternative that allows to either maximize the 

minimal outcome or to reduce as possible the worst outcome, which is a behaviour 

typical of pessimism (Edwards, 1954, p.407). On the other extreme of the continuum 

between optimism and pessimism lies the maxi-max approach; this approach suggests to 

choose the maximum possible outcome, which is typically an optimistic behaviour. 

Hurwicz proposed in 1951 a middle way between these two extreme behaviours by 

introducing an index of optimism α (Simon et al., 1958, p.282). According to this 

approach, a decision maker has first to state the degree of optimism choosing a value 

between 0 and 1, and then apply it to the formula:  

 

     ( )  (   )      ( ) 
Where: 

-    ( ) is the worst possible outcome obtained by choosing option   
-     ( ) is the best possible outcome obtained by choosing option  . 
 

The operation must be done for all the options available. When α = 1 the formula 

produces the maxi-min approach, while when α = 0 it produces the maxi-max approach. 

A different approach is based on the notion of regret, which is defined as the difference 

between the actual outcome of a decision and the hypothetical outcome that would have 

been obtained if the decision maker chose a different option (Hansson, 2005, p.61). The 

model based on this concept is called mini-max, and drives the decision maker in 

choosing the option that promises to minimise the maximum loss (Savage, 1951, p.59). 

 

Several more specific models have been developed to guide people while making 

decisions; however, a critical issue regards the gap existing between the developer of 

the model, who is usually an analyst, and the user of the model, who is potentially the 

manager (Damghani et al., 2009, p.2). According to these authors, the gap is originated 

because the analyst develops the model in isolation, realising an elaborate tool that 

might not be understood by the manager, which ends up using it blindly or rejecting it. 

Instead, Damghani et al. (2009, p.2) suggest that a bootstrapping approach, which 
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invokes the close collaboration between the manager and the analyst, could lead to the 

development of a model more simple, useful and understandable.  

 

2.2.9 Investment Decision  

 

As previously mentioned, the concept that uncertainty generally depends on the 

knowledge of the decision maker, hence, the support of expert judgement would be 

valuable for improving the decisions (Milkman et al., 2009, p.381). However, some 

areas of business are affected by an aleatory uncertainty. For example, investments in 

general - and projects in particular - make an organisation incurring in immediate costs 

with the expectation of future returns (Dixit & Pindyck, 1994, p.1; Luehrman, 1998b, 

p.51). While costs in the present are objective and definitive, the returns are expected 

and not certain (Blanco & Olsina, 2011, p.107). Deciding which investment option to 

take is critical for an organisation, as success relies on selecting the option that is most 

beneficial in the short and long term (Mohamed & McCowan, 2001, p.231).  

 

It is critical to consistently assess the various investment proposals that come to the 

decision maker’s desk, which means finding valuable criteria that can be applied when 

selecting between the proposals (Damodaran, 2004, p.19). Most common methods to 

evaluate an investment are exclusively based on measures of economic profitability 

regardless of other factors (Mohamed & McCowan, 2001, p.231). As many scholars 

noted in the past twenty years, projects - and investments in general - are assessed using 

the time-value of the money principle, utilising techniques such as the discounted cash 

flows (DCF), internal rate of return (IRR) and payback time (Dixit & Pindyck, 1994, 

p.2; Luehrman, 1998b, p.52; Mohamed & McCowan, 2001, p.231). Those methods 

assume that the values of money at different points in time are not comparable, and thus 

it is necessary to convert all forecasts of future earnings (or costs) to today’s term and 

weight those that occur early more than those which occur later (Damodaran, 2004, 

p.260). These approaches present some criticalities as they do not capture the 

uncertainty and variability intrinsic in the investment: a project is not a static, 

predetermined plan. Instead, during the project life, there is a continuous adjustment 

process as a response to what people inside the organisations learn on the way 

(Luehrman, 1998a, p.89). Furthermore, forecasts of expected future returns are required, 

which are subjective inputs as they depend on the degree of optimism of the forecaster. 

Finally, major changes in the business and unpredictable events also play a key role in 

determining the future performance of an investments (Blanco & Olsina, 2011, p.109). 

 

Investments may be very different in nature, depending to the industry, business, 

company structure in which they are made; however, all investment decisions share 

three characteristics. First, investment is irreversible, totally or at least partially. Second, 

revenues are subjected to uncertainty, since they would be obtained in a future term. 

Third the decision maker has a certain degree of leeway about the time when the 

decision has to be taken (Dixit & Pindyck, 1994, p.1).  

 

The understanding of these common features has been crucial to develop an alternative 

method for investment decision making, which has been derived from financial theory. 

This method is based on the analogy between investments and finance’s option model, 

as a corporate investment opportunity, similarly to call options in financial markets, 

gives the company the right, but not the obligation, to acquire something (Luehrman, 

1998b, p.55). This similarity allows to include both the uncertainty inherent and the 
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active role played by the decision maker in the evaluation (Dixit & Pindyck, 1994, p.4; 

Luehrman, 1998b, p.53). The option model has its strength in the opportunity it gives to 

the decision maker to postpone the final decision in the future, until a time when the 

decision cannot be procrastinated any longer. This allows the decision maker to acquire 

more information in the meanwhile (Luehrman, 1998a, p.95). Hereafter, flexibility and 

uncertainty are included in the investment valuation, and allow reducing threats and 

increasing opportunities at the same time. As new information emerge over time, the 

decision maker can choose between various options (Blanco & Olsina, 2011, p.111). 

Thus, the decision maker overcomes the issues related to the traditional NPV and DCF 

models, where only a “do/not do” decision, and a fixed operating strategy is 

contemplated, which does not allow to consider emerging strategic options (Luehrman, 

1998a, p.90). This method also permits to address another key aspect of the investment 

decision: as usually projects are competing for the same resources within a portfolio, 

evaluating also the emerging benefits and opportunities that can be generated becomes 

crucial when choosing which project to undertake (Mohamed & McCowan, 2001, 

p.232). Besides the NPV-DCF and the option pricing, other models exist. For example, 

methods based on check lists or scoring models although they are less used in 

comparison to the previous two. In both these approaches, investments are assessed 

against their capacity to fulfil predetermined requirements, although they differ in the 

way these criteria are evaluated: in the check list method, the investment must provide 

all positive answers to a list of questions to be selected; while in the scoring model the 

investment is given a certain score for each requirement it should fulfil, and only if it 

reach a pre-set hurdle rate it can be approved (Cooper et al., 2000, p.22). The underlying 

principle that the four approaches share is that the investment decision should be made 

considering the goal of maximising the value for the company. Instead, other goals may 

justify the choice of an investment, for example the alignment between the project and 

the company’s strategy, which means that the project should reflect (and allow to 

deliver) the strategic objectives of the organisation (Shao et al., 2012, p.38). Another 

goal that might drive the rationale behind the investment decision is to achieve a 

balance between the various investments an organisation would incur in, in terms of 

long term and short term benefits, high and low risk kind of investments and so on 

(Cooper et al., 2000, p.29). Hence, it is critical that the techniques, the tools and the 

methods that assist the decision maker are designed and calibrated to appropriately to 

fulfil these needs. Instead, in recent years as scholars realised, it seems that many 

decision making tools used are not the most proper for the task to perform. In fact, the 

NPV and DCF models are designed to assist in one-of decisions, such as buying a new 

asset, rather than in a portfolio selection process, where investments compete one 

against each other. Similar issues arise when utilising scoring methods and checklists, as 

they provide an assessment of the investment in absolute terms rather than in relative 

terms (Cooper et al., 2000, p.21).  

 

2.2.10 Decision making in portfolio selection 
 

When assessing a project, the decision maker should consider integrating the financial 

and the strategic expected outcomes of the project, as well as the uncertainty it brings 

with it. These evaluations should be as objective as possible to be able to choose from 

all the project proposals which ones would be included in the organisation’s portfolio. 

For this reason, a systemic and systematic process of decision making should assist the 

decision maker during portfolio’s selection. In fact, the overall portfolio selection 
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requires active participation not only of the decision maker but also of the key 

stakeholders (Ghasemzadeh & Archer, 2000, p.75).  

 

Scholars agree that decision making can be described as a multi-phase process. For 

instance, Parkin (1996, p.259) identifies five steps, starting with a stage of problem 

understanding and definition followed by the thought, the judgement, a decision and 

finally the action. Each phase is influenced by factors such as the behavioural history 

and personality of the decision maker, the set of his/her situational beliefs and personal 

values, social and occupational norms that may affect the decision, and any kind of 

environmental constraint. A similar framework, shown in Figure 3, depicts the process 

as consisting of four stages, namely understanding, evaluating, fusing and deciding 

(Ullman & Ast, 2011, p.31). According to this framework, understanding the problem 

refers to the activities of clarifying the issue, generating possible alternatives and 

developing the criteria upon which the decision will be based. The evaluating phase 

include: Firstly, the assessment of the importance of each criterion Secondly, the 

estimation of the value of the alternatives against these criteria, Thirdly, a fusion of the 

evaluation results must be done in order to develop decision measures and finally the 

decision can be made, in which an alternative is chosen. It is interesting to note that for 

Ullman & Ast (2011) the choice between a number of options is only one phase of the 

decision making process.  

 
 

Figure 3 Decision Making Process 
 

As scholars acknowledge, the decision making process has a complex nature due to the 

type of the information available that is uncertain and constantly changing. In addition, 

other factors that contribute to the complexity of the process are the dynamic 

opportunities that emerge in time, the multiple goals an organisation may want to 

achieve through the set of projects, and the interdependencies that might characterise 
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the projects within the portfolio (Cooper et al., 2001, p.362). Another factor that 

influences the decision making with regards to portfolio selection is the organisational 

culture, in terms of procedures, power relationships, governance and regulations 

(Parkin, 1996, p.258). In fact, what has been seen for decision making at individual’s 

level can be extended on decision making at organisation’s level. Different 

organisational genres of portfolio decision making can be identified, namely the 

formalist-reactive, the intuitive, and the integrative style (Kester et al., 2009, p.332). 

The first refers to organisations that rely on rigid planning processes and quantitative 

and financial methods to make decisions at portfolio levels. On the other hand, intuitive 

organisations rely on qualitative methods and incremental learning processes, and 

decisions are mainly driven by the “gut instinct” of senior management. Finally, 

integrative companies combine quantitative and qualitative methods, to integrate the 

strategic planning with flexibility of learning and experience.  
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3 Methodology 

 
3.1 Theoretical Methodology 
 

The aim of this sub-chapter is to define the research methodology that provides a 

philosophical approach to explore how the research objectives can be achieved. The 

chapter exposes the underlying assumptions of the authors with regards to the topic and 

their previous experience, and describes their perspectives about the research paradigm 

in terms of ontology and epistemology. Subsequently, authors motivate their choices of 

the research approach, strategy and the methods of data collection.  

 

3.1.1 Preconceptions 
 

The authors of the thesis have different backgrounds, however, sharing many 

similarities. Before joining the Master Programme in Strategic Project Management, 

they both studied engineering as their Major and worked in project-based companies, 

although in two different areas, respectively IT and Constructions. Their working 

experiences provide some advantages when addressing this research, such as a better 

understanding of the issues related with project-structured organisations. They 

experienced in first person the challenges for Project Managers to deliver projects on 

time, scope and budget, as well as the gap existing between the portfolio-selection phase 

and the project-implementation phase. As introduced in the first chapter, these first-

hand experiences were among the triggers to choose the topic as well as the research 

question of the present research. On the other hand, formed preconceptions may inhibit 

considering of some of the elements of the topic that would have improved the research, 

or investigating deeper some themes – during the data gathering phase – that may seem 

self-evident to the authors (Saunders et al., 2009, p.151). The authors acknowledge as 

well that their previous experience might constitute a bias with regards to their 

interpretation of the data. However, the authors believe that working in pair provides an 

advantage in minimising the biases that each of the authors might have. A further help 

to reduce the effects of the personal background comes from one of the main themes of 

the research itself, decision making, and in particular the heuristics and biases topics, 

that allowed the authors to acquire a knowledge and understanding of the biases that 

might affect one’s mind as well as techniques to reduce them.  

 

3.1.2 Research Philosophy 
 

When conducting a research, it is important that the researchers define the philosophical 

position to which they adhere, in order to allow the readers to understand the rationale 

underpinning the work and to help them in interpreting the findings presented. The 

research philosophy represents the set of assumptions about the way in which the 

researcher view the world; these assumptions guide the choice of the methods and 

strategy of a research (Saunders et al., 2009, p.108). Defining the framework of research 

brings benefits not only to the readers, but also to the researchers: it helps to simplify 

the research tasks, it provides clarification since the beginning of the endeavour with 

regards to the overall research strategy, as well as it helps to evaluate and choose 

between the different methods and methodologies (Fisher et al., 2007, p.122). Scholars 

generally identify two major ways of thinking with regards of philosophy, respectively 

ontology and epistemology. The first addresses the nature of reality or being, while the 

second studies the nature of knowledge, its origins, nature and limits (Long et al., 2000, 
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p.190). In a research, ontology refers to the assumptions researchers have about how the 

reality surrounding us operates. Traditionally scholars identify two main streams of 

thoughts regarding ontology, objectivism and subjectivist. The objectivist stance claims 

that social entities, such as organisations, exist in the reality beyond the social actors 

that are related to them. Subjectivism (also called social constructionism), on the other 

hand, states that social phenomena are an expression of the perceptions and actions of 

social actors (Saunders et al. 2009, p.110). Also the epistemological debate includes two 

main and opposite positions. Positivism, the first, holds that knowledge of things can be 

accurate and value-free. This implies that human beings, their actions and the social 

entities can be studied objectively and scientifically, such as natural world (Fisher et al., 

2007, p.17). In opposition to this stance, interpretivism promotes the idea that reality 

can be known only through social interaction among the actors as well as the subjective 

understandings (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p.19), and hence multiple perspectives of reality 

can exist, rather than the one reality of positivism (Remenyi, 2002, p.40). The 

epistemological and ontological stances together shape the paradigm upon which the 

researchers rely and operate when conducting their study. In other words, authors’ 

theoretical assumptions have very practical consequences for the way the research is 

conducted, in terms of the topic, focus of the study, what is defined as data to gather and 

how this is first collected and later analysed (Cunliffe, 2011, p.651).  

 

Regarding the current research, it might be useful to remark that it addresses two main 

areas of study, behavioural decision making and the project portfolio selection. 

Research on decision making, as shown in the literature review chapter, evolved from 

an objectivist-positivistic stance, based on the assumption that human being is rational 

and hence there is only one right behaviour, which can be described and predicted, to a 

subjectivist-interpretivist stance. According to the latter view, human actions are often 

irrational and decision making can be different from social actor to social actor, 

depending on which bias, assumption and view of the world and past experiences 

people hold.  

 

On the other side, when analysing the portfolio management literature, and project 

management one in general, it is almost immediate to acknowledge that the main stream 

is objectivist-positivist. In fact, for the majority of Project Management scholars, reality 

can be known as it is and it can be described properly, as the rich tradition of body of 

knowledge and best practice books witnesses.  

 

When addressing the two principal areas of the current research (portfolio management 

theories and behavioural decision making), the authors acknowledge this contrast in the 

two dominant paradigms, positivist-objectivist and subjectivist-interpretivist 

respectively, characterising these two main themes. This makes it crucial that the 

authors define and express their own philosophy and take a stance. The authors believe 

that social phenomena are generated by the perceptions and consequent actions of social 

actors. Hence, organisations are not a product of natural laws, but they are elements of 

social reality constructed by human beings. Furthermore, knowledge is personal and 

experimental, which means that research methods need to investigate the individual 

understandings and subjective experiences of the reality (Cunliffe, 2011, p.649). The 

focal point of this thesis is a group of organisations in selected industries and the way 

their decision makers behave when they are called to make portfolio’s decisions. Those 

organisations came to be developed by social actors during a certain amount of time in a 

certain place, and by no means were they the output of a natural process. This is in 
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opposition with the objectivist assumptions, which treat reality as a concrete given, and 

that knowledge is real in the sense that is has observable and measurable laws, patterns, 

regularities (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p.493). For these reasons, this research holds a 

subjectivist-interpretivist paradigm, relying on the assumption that social entities are 

constructs of social actors and that reality in the current study would be observed 

through the eyes of the participants involved. The authors’ intention is to understand 

which are the perceptions, about the research problem, of the people within the 

organisations. Authors’ interpretations of this perspective will subsequently determine 

the results and the findings of the study and, more broadly speaking, the way authors 

present the reality.  

 

3.1.3 Research Approach  
 

The definition of the paradigm deeply influences the choice of the approach of the 

research (Long et al., 2000, p.191). Traditionally, interpretivist scholars adopt an 

inductive approach (Cunliffe, 2011, p.655), which starts by looking at the focus of the 

research, in this case the decision making process during portfolio selection, and 

through investigation and in-depth analysis aims to develop a theory from the research. 

With induction, the knowledge is generated from the empirical data observation, and 

possible patterns are investigated, in an attempt to understand why things happen 

(Lukka & Kasanen, 1995, p.72). On the other hand, positivists assume a clear 

theoretical stance prior to the data collection and use the focus of research to test the 

hypotheses they develop from the general theory (Saunders et al., 2009, pp.125–126). 

This approach is called deduction and has its origins in studies in natural sciences, while 

it has been subsequently adopted also by social scientists.  

 

In the present research, the authors think that it is unlikely that they can predict 

outcomes in advance by generating hypotheses and then test them, due to the complex 

nature of the topic. On the other side, it is beyond the scope of this thesis, for a variety 

of reasons, to build a new theory, which is the main objective of the inductive approach 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p.25). While acknowledging this limit, the authors note 

that in their way of conducting a research, they start from specific focal points, 

represented by the people interviewed and their organisations, to develop a broader 

understanding and knowledge of the research topic. This plan of action, that infers from 

the particular to the general (Ormerod, 2010, p.1210), is typical of the inductive 

research; hence, it can be assumed that an inductive approach is adopted for the present 

research. Such approach aims to allow the authors, and in second stance the readers, to 

reflect upon what theoretical concerns the data gathered are suggesting (Saunders et al., 

2009, p.127).  

 

3.1.4 Research Strategy  

 

The next step, for the researchers, is to define the research methodology, which is the 

strategy to address the research problem (Fisher et al., 2007, p.40). The research 

strategy choice depends on how effectively the strategy enables to answer the research 

question and achieve the research objectives. There is no one better or worse strategy, 

rather there is one more appropriate than another depending on the situation (Saunders 

et al., 2009, p.141). Two main streams, the quantitative and the qualitative research, are 

available to assist the researchers. A quantitative study focuses on collecting data which 

are quantifiable, with the purpose of capturing a view of the social reality as a concrete 
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given (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p.498), and of testing pre-defined theories by 

investigating causal relationships among the variables measured (Creswell, 2009, p.4). 

However, the subjective nature of a research on a behavioural concern such as decision 

making, makes it hard to measure or demonstrate any specific relationship between 

cause and effect; and the complex set of factors involved makes the use of a quantitative 

method really difficult (Cunliffe, 2011, p.660). This does not mean that elements of 

objectivity cannot be found in this research; instead, the authors think that the subjective 

nature of this study require richer data to be gathered and analysed, and this may happen 

primarily through a qualitative research. In this way, the researchers can make sense of 

the situation, and allow the people involved to share their perspectives and reflections. 

Important benefits of the qualitative method in management research are that, by 

adopting it, researchers have the opportunity of raise new questions, or even challenge 

the ones they have already asked (Bansal & Corley, 2011, p.235). On the other side, 

qualitative research has its criticisms. One is that this type of research is exposed to the 

researcher’s biases as well as the ones of the participants of the study (Flyvbjerg, 2006, 

p.234). A second critical point of a qualitative study, for its own nature, is that it is 

hardly replicable (Cunliffe, 2011, p.654). However, a qualitative research has its 

advantages compared with a quantitative research, which, as explained above, does not 

enable the researcher to achieve the main purposes of the present study.  

 

In this research, a qualitative strategy is used to gain an understanding of whether and 

how, within the situations that are focus of the study, decision making biases and 

heuristics affect the portfolio selection and prioritisation processes, and the problems 

originated as a consequence. This understanding is achieved by examining the 

perceptions of the people involved in the process. Since the authors aim to gain an 

understanding of the problem from a spread of industries, a single case study doesn’t 

provide the needed breadth. Additionally, a multiple case studies approach is also not 

the best option as it is only effective after an initial understanding has been already 

conducted.  Thus, in order to collect the different perspectives and obtain information 

about how the portfolio decisions are made within organisations, the current research is 

designed in an exploratory mode. An exploratory study is the type of study that has the 

purpose of finding out the “what” is happening, and enables to clarify author’s 

understanding of a problem (Robson, 2002, p.59), which is recommended especially in 

situations, such as this, when the reasons of the problem are not completely clear 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.141). Furthermore, an exploratory research is flexible and can 

address research questions of each type, such as “what”, “why” and “how” (Shields & 

Tajalli, 2006, pp.318–319). The dearth of reported investigations of decision making 

from the heuristic point of view in the portfolio management literature (Krabuanrat & 

Phelps, 1998, p.85) suggested the authors that this type of study is the one that best suits 

their purpose.  

 

In fact, authors are investigating problems and their relationships with human heuristics 

in project-based contexts without knowing in advance the variables, that are: which 

problems and which heuristics are there. After finding these variables, if any, the 

authors have to gauge the eventual relationships between them. On the basis of these 

findings, it would be possible to generate hypotheses to test in future researches.   

 

As this represents an initial study, which is intended to be further developed by one of 

the authors in his future PhD studies, it seemed that the exploratory research offered 
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some advantages due to its flexibility and adaptability to subsequent changes as a result 

of new insights coming from the first data gathered (Saunders et al., 2009, p.140).  

 

3.1.5 Data collection method 

 

The study strategy, as introduced above, is to observe and analyse data from different 

industries, to compare possible differences and similarities in different contexts. 

Exploratory studies allow the researchers to utilise a variety of data sources, mainly 

focus group interviews, literature research, and expert interviews (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.140). However, the data collection method is linked with the purpose of the research, 

being part of the overall research strategy (Saunders et al., 2009, p.321). This lead to a 

consideration encompassing the different methods mentioned above. As explained 

previously, the philosophy underlying this research is the interpretivist-subjectivist one, 

which is concerned primarily with understanding the reality through the eyes of the 

people involved (Cunliffe, 2011, p.649). Hence, the literature research, although 

necessary at the beginning to gain an understanding of the current knowledge in the 

field, is not seen by the authors as an efficient means to gather relevant qualitative data. 

On the other side, although authors acknowledge that group interviews may produce 

highly significant discussions (Saunders et al., 2009, p.345), this method is seen as 

highly unpractical for this research. In fact, due to the limited time at disposal for 

conducting this study, it would have been really hard to organise a group discussion, 

and eventually to repeat it to explore further some themes.   

 

Instead, in the current research data is collected primarily by employing qualitative 

interviews, as the goal is to gather data that would allow to understand not only the what 

and how, but especially the why. This choice has its reason in the fact that the interview 

is seen as an effective means to get the opinions of participants, which cannot be 

acquired by observation of documents reviews but only by listening to them (Qu & 

Dumay, 2011, p.245). Furthermore, interviews allow a real interaction and variation, 

such as asking the participants for repetition or clarification when needed. Between the 

two different types of qualitative interviews, unstructured and semi structured, the latter 

has been preferred. In the semi-structured interview, the interviewer has a list of 

questions that aim to cover the main themes, but with ability to vary the sequence of 

questions when needed. This type of interview allows some degree of leeway to ask 

further questions as a response to what might be perceived as a significant reply (Fisher 

et al., 2007, p.159). Furthermore, it allows also participants to take the initiative, by 

elaborating and providing information by themselves. In this case, the interviewer 

should try encouraging them to expand upon what they think is important (Qu & 

Dumay, 2011, p.255). The semi structured interview has been preferred to the 

unstructured one since it combines a certain degree of freedom to the necessity of 

covering all the themes the researchers aim to explore (Saunders et al., 2009, p.321).  

 

3.2 Practical Methodology 
 

This sub-chapter aims to introduce the reader to the practical methodology underlying 

this research. The choices regarding the theoretical methodology have been defined and 

explained in the relative chapter, and they serve as the starting points for the 

development of the methodology described in this chapter. In particular, it will be 

discussed: the choice of the literature utilised, how the participants were selected, how 

the interviews were conducted, and how the data gathered was analysed. Finally, the 
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study will be assessed with regards to trustworthiness and authenticity, and ethical 

considerations are shown.  

 

3.2.1 Literature choice 

 

The research of literature relevant for the study has been done by utilising recognised 

databases and digital libraries such as: Elsevier, Sage, ScienceDirect, Emerald, JSTOR 

and Springer, which were freely accessible from the library services of the programme 

institutions, Heriot Watt University, Politecnico di Milano and Umeå University. The 

primary target has been represented by academic journals rather than books, since they 

usually contain up to date information about the research field written and peer-

reviewed by experts (Saunders et al., 2009, p.70). However, a slightly different process 

can be identified with regards of the two main sections of the theoretical framework of 

the current research. The section addressing the project and portfolio management is 

based mainly on well acknowledged journals such as: International Journal of Project 

Management, Project Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, Journal 

of Product Innovation Management. The section addressing decision making themes 

has the purpose to explain the current trends in decision making as well as briefly 

summarise the development of this field of study during the years. For this reason, the 

literature review is based on up to date papers as well the original papers that 

contributed to the development of the theory, as the authors believe that the original 

voice is – still – the most significant. Books were used mainly for acquiring an 

introduction to certain topics (Saunders et al., 2009, p.69). Moreover, as stated in the 

relative chapter, decision theory is a multidisciplinary field of research, with 

contributions from many other disciplines such as economics, sociology, statistics and 

philosophy. This is reflected in the selection of various academic fields’ journals, 

ranging from project management journals published by associations such as APM and 

IPMA (International Journal of Project Management), to psychological and 

sociological papers such as Perspectives on Psychological Science or American 

Sociological Review. Finally, many of the papers upon which this literature review is 

based on were originally published on the Harward Business Review, due to the great 

attention it reserves to the theme of managerial decision making. The search has been 

conducted using key words such as “portfolio management”, “portfolio selection”, 

“portfolio strategy”, “decision making in organisations”, “decision making in 

portfolios” and similar. The first step when considering the articles has been to read the 

abstracts and conclusions, which allowed understanding the main ideas and results of 

each articles and to determine their relevance with regards to the research themes. Once 

an article was chosen, it has been read in depth by one or both the authors, and then 

notes and quotes have been taken. Furthermore, great attention has been paid to in text 

references provided by papers read, in order to acquire a further knowledge of the topic, 

which has already been considered relevant by other scholars. With this regards, the 

most significant article for the development of the present research was “The hidden 

traps in decision making”, written by Hammond, Keeney and Raiffa, and published in 

2006. 

 

3.2.2 Participants Selection 

 

The objective of this thesis, as stated before, is to explore the decision making realm 

with regards to the portfolio selection phase, focusing in particular on the perspectives 

of the people within the organisations where the process takes places. Because the 
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authors are interested in finding potential biases and fallacies and their relationships 

with some commonly perceived problems (Cooper et al., 2000, p.19), the subjects of the 

study are decision makers from different levels: senior management, middle 

management, portfolio managers. The selection includes as well as project managers, 

which are the ones in charge of implementing the approved projects but usually do not 

have influence in the choice of these projects (Artto et al., 2008, p.7). Furthermore, in 

order to gain additional perspectives and point of views, the authors extend the target to 

external consultants that help organisations delivering their projects. In this way, both 

internal and external views can be gathered. Collecting information from the whole 

target population is something practically impossible (Saunders et al., 2009, p.212), due 

to the huge number of project-based organisations operating in the world and the time 

and scope limitations of the present research; for this reason, sampling is critical. Given 

the difficulties of achieving the participation of such professionals in qualitative 

interviews, the study has been limited to few participants, on the basis of self-selection 

sampling mode, with the goal of embracing a spread of industry sectors. However, this 

choice has not only practical motivation but also theoretical justification, since 

collecting data from fewer cases allows to gather more detailed information as well as to 

devote more time on the analysis (Patton & Appelbaum, 2003, p.65). As suggested by 

literature, in the case of an exploratory study based on qualitative interviews, a non-

probability sample is the most practical option (Schreuder et al., 2001, p.282). 

Furthermore, as there is neither intention for statistical generalization nor for the 

representativeness of the selected cases, the most appropriate mode to select participants 

is the self-selection sampling (Saunders et al., 2009, p.234). This sampling technique 

has its advantage in the fact that it implies a high degree of interest in the topic by the 

participants as well as willingness to share their opinions (Saunders et al., 2009, p.241). 

To contact participants, authors joined on LinkedIn some of the biggest project 

management groups in terms of members (The Project Manager Network, Project 

Manager Community, PMI Project Program and Portfolio Management). On these 

platforms, the authors interacted by posting some topic-related questions and 

subsequently asking the relevant respondents to participate in the study and to be 

interviewed. About 15 people responded to the questions on LinkedIn, and among them 

8 accepted to take part to the research.  

 

3.2.3 Interviews procedure 

 

A list of open-ended questions has been submitted to the participants before the 

interview to make sure that they were already familiar with the themes of the research 

as well as to let them suggest any modifications. The interviews were conducted in 

English, as all the participants are native speakers or speak it fluently; no issues related 

to the language used were faced. Due to the geographical dispersion of the interviewees, 

ranging from Australia to US, the interviews were conducted via Skype calls. This has 

some obvious advantages, such as it allowed the authors to interview people that 

otherwise were out of reach, as well as disadvantages, as it is harder to observe body 

language to see how participants respond physically to the question (Saunders et al., 

2009, p.349). Before the conversation started, the interviewer asked the permission to 

record it, in order to make it possible a more accurate transcript later on; this allowed as 

well focusing more in the conversation, not having to take extended notes during the 

interview.  
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The first few questions were introducing ones, about the respondent’s position, their 

organisations and the kind of projects managed. After this general introduction, 

questions related to the main topics a asked, and the interviewee was left to discuss the 

themes from their own perspective, with the interviewer orientating them towards the 

questions should they stray away.  

 

3.2.4 Participants overview 

 

The following table reports a summary of the people involved, their nationality, their 

role and the industry in which their organisations operate. 8 people were interviewed, 

from 5 different countries and 5 different industries. All interviews were recorded in 

November and December 2014, and lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours and a half. 

In the proceedings of the research the participants will be referred with the code 

reported in the table.  

 

Respondent Industry Country Position Length 

P1  Consulting Australia Senior Consultant 45 min 

P2  IT product 

distribution 

Syria Project Manager 55 min 

P3  IT Services US Senior VP for IT 

services  

1h 20 

min 

P4  Financial services Canada Portfolio Manager 1h 

P5  Financial services US Senior Consultant 1h 30 

min 

P6  IT Services US Senior Project 

Manager 

1h 15 

min 

P7  Entertainment US Portfolio Manager – 

IT Department 

2h 30 

min 

P8  Pharmaceuticals Switzerland Portfolio Management 

Officer - PMO 

1h 05 

min 
 

Table 2 Respondents to the study                      
 

3.2.5 Description of Respondents 

 

In this study, the authors interviewed professionals who are different in terms of gender, 

nationalities, experience, industry, and hierarchical job position.  The professionals’ 

names and organisations they work in will be kept anonymous upon agreement between 

the authors and interviewees not to reveal this information. In the following, an 

introduction will be provided for each of them. 

 

Respondent P1: The first respondent is a senior consultant, from Australia, with more 

than 20-year experience in professional development and educational project 

management.  Before becoming an independent consultant, he has been a senior 

manager in multinational companies. He has been involved in several projects, which 

vary significantly depending on the size of the organisations. As a consultant, 

Respondent P1 has the ability to witness many problems with regards to selection and 

prioritisation of projects.  
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Respondent P2: The second respondent is a Syrian project manager working for a 

software retailer in the IT Security industry in Dubai, United Arab Emirates. She is 

experienced in projects related to marketing, selling, and providing technical support for 

one line of products of the company. She has ten project team members under her 

direction and supervision. Furthermore, the company is a medium size organisation, 

which relies mainly on selling IT products in the Middle East and North Africa through 

brokers.  

 

Respondent P3: The third respondent is a senior vice president of IT services in a 

business and technology service provider in North America. The company has global 

operations and have data centres around the world. In his role, our respondent P3 is 

responsible for strategic considerations with regards to its business unit, IT services that 

the company offers to its customers. His role includes the overall responsibility for 

marketing, sales, operations, and financial performance with regards to the projects in 

this section of business. This respondent has a lot of power and overview with regards 

to the selection and prioritisation of projects within his line of business. 

 

Respondent P4: The fourth respondent is a Canadian portfolio manager for a financial 

solution institution. He is responsible for projects ranging from $10,000 to over $100 

million. In his portfolio, this respondent has a variety of projects, ranging from internal 

projects to projects to develop products targeting consumers that have to finance 

different needs like mortgages and buying vehicles in a certain geographical area in 

Canada. Within his responsibilities, he has to maintain the prioritized projects within the 

budgeted costs assigned as well as measuring the effectiveness and performance of the 

portfolio. 

 

Respondent P5: The fifth respondent is an American senior consultant for a large 

mutual fund investment and management company in the United States of America. 

This company has global operations with projects up to hundreds of millions of dollars. 

This interviewee is mainly overseeing business matters with regards to municipal fund 

portfolios as well as other portfolios’ problems when his help is needed.  

 

Respondent P6: The sixth respondent is a senior project manager in a software 

company, which belongs to medium enterprise in terms of size. Our interviewee is 

responsible for a project to create new software under new business procedures to 

transfer the products of the company in order to cope with the changing market. He is 

brought to the company to make this change with his long experience in IT and project 

management. 

 

Respondent P7: The seventh respondent is a portfolio manager in one of the biggest 

motion pictures and television businesses in the United States, producing television 

shows, which are sold to networks. Our portfolio manager is responsible of internal 

projects regarding applications, infrastructure (including PCs and servers) across the 

states, and networking within the organisation. Our respondent has 30 people reporting 

to him. The projects he is responsible for are software and hardware in order to create 

systems to support the business. 

 

Respondent P8: The eighth respondent is a middle manager working in the Portfolio 

Management Office for one of the leading pharmaceutical companies in the world. Her 

work includes preparing strategic plans with regards to major product development 
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projects, which represent the major investments of the company, with a project life-

cycle up to 25 years and € billions invested. She is also involved in the Portfolio 

Management Committee, in which the major decisions with regards to project selection 

and prioritisation are made, and keep track of portfolio issues.  

 

3.2.6 Material Processing 

 

Interviews have been recorded and subsequently transcribed. In this way the analysis 

can be based on the accurate record of the participants point of views and allowing the 

interviewer to use direct quotes when useful (Saunders et al., 2009, p.342). The eight 

interviews produced about 60 pages of raw material. The data transcribed have been 

categorised by using a template of five main categories: governance and organisational 

structure, responsibility and accountability, selection and prioritisation, human factors 

and lesson learned. Categories were originated both by the literature review and by 

using an inductive approach with regards of the main themes emerged from the 

interviews, since many of these were recurrent in the various interviews. In fact, these 

categories represent the principal themes touched by the respondents during the 

interviews (Saunders et al., 2009, p.505). A first screening has been assessed, in order to 

place the transcripts in the corresponding criteria. In some occasions, the authors placed 

the same sentences or paragraphs in more than one category when they felt that the data 

could serve multiple purposes. A second and third screenings were necessary to assign 

the transcripts to sub-categories, developing when needed an additional lower level.  

 

3.2.7 Results Presentation 

 

Results are presented in a chronological order, according to the categories identified. 

Quotes are written in italics and are anticipated by a brief introduction of the ideas they 

exposed, in order to help the reader to orientate across the text. The authors are driven 

by the intention of inserting as many direct citations as possible. This has its reasons in 

the philosophical position of the authors, as they believe that multiple perspectives of 

reality exist. Hence, reporting the direct words of the participants allow to effectively 

show how reality is seen by the respondents. This motivates also the choice of reducing 

as much as possible the changes within the texts, limited to grammatical errors, cutting 

repetitions and non-relevant information (marked with a ‘[…]’ symbol in the text) or 

inserting words to clarify the context when needed (with these words inserted in a ‘[ ]’ 

symbol). As participants refer to different meaning by using the same acronym, these 

have been explained in the text, in order to enhance the clarity of the speech. 

 

3.2.8 Results Analysis 

 

The analysis of qualitative data is a demanding task, as it involves the identification, 

examination and interpretation of patterns and themes in these data, and determines how 

these patterns and themes help to answer the research question (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.484). The empirical findings have been compared with the literature review, in order 

to understand whether the perceived problems and rationales have a match in the 

existing knowledge. Several topics have been identified that affect decision making at 

portfolio level, some of them provide new insights and should be developed in further 

researches. Since the research question focused on the heuristics and biases of the 

decision maker and their influence on portfolio decisions, the relevant data was 

analysed in-depth.  
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3.3 Truth Criteria 
 

Research is generally subjected to an assessment, in order to judge the quality of the 

study and the findings (Saunders et al., 2009, p.156). Reliability and validity are the 

most commonly used criteria in quantitative research (Saunders et al., 2009, p.156), 

however some authors note that when addressing a qualitative research they should be 

adjusted, introducing two key concepts, trustworthiness and authenticity (Morse et al., 

2002, p.14). With regards to authenticity, these criteria can be used to evaluate the 

quality of the research beyond the methodological dimension, and usually apply to the 

political dimension of the research (Morse et al., 2002, p.14). For these reason, only 

considerations regarding trustworthiness are discussed in this section.  

 

Trustworthiness should be assessed within four aspects, namely credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability (Morse et al., 2002, p.14). Credibility 

means how believable are the interpretations of the researchers, and it can be improved 

by using a range of research techniques and good practices (Fisher et al., 2007, pp.296–

297). The authors evaluated different options of research design and method in order to 

choose the most appropriate ones. During interviews, they asked for clarifications and 

made additional questions to check their understanding about what the interviewee was 

saying. By having different respondents at different levels it was also possible to 

compare the data gathered from an interview with the others, which allows to identify 

correspondences and differences between the respondents. Transferability refers to 

which extent can the research findings be generalised (Saunders et al., 2009, p.336), and 

whether they are applicable in other times and contexts (Fisher et al., 2007, p.297). 

Generalizability is not possible as the findings are strongly dependant on the context, 

and on the perspectives of the people interacting with the authors. However, as it has 

been already stated, the main purpose of this thesis is not to produce generalizable 

findings but rather contribute to increase the understanding of the phenomena studies. 

Hence, authors believe that this criterion does not provide a valuable measure to assess 

the trustworthiness of this research. Dependability evaluate the consistency of the 

research in terms of techniques and methods, assessing whether other researchers would 

get similar findings (Saunders et al., 2009, p.156). In qualitative research, it is almost 

impossible to produce a true replication, as this research present many aspects, which 

are unstructured, and dependant on the specific situation in which material was 

collected. Therefore, trying to ensure that a qualitative research could be replicated by 

other researchers would be unrealistic (Saunders et al., 2009, pp.327–328). 

Confirmability refers to the neutral approach of the researcher to avoid the study 

presents forms of unacknowledged biases. As the authors adhere to the subjectivist 

position, it is almost impossible to be completely objective while gathering and 

analysing empirical material. However, the authors believe that confirmability of the 

research was increased by guiding the reader through the research highlighting author’s 

preconceptions, philosophy, methodology and practical approach to the research.  

 

3.4 Research Ethics 
 

Ethics refers to the norms and standards of behaviour that drive the moral choices about 

our behaviour and our relationship with the others (Saunders et al., 2009, p.184). Key 

ethical issues related to a research are: privacy of possible participants, voluntary nature 

of participation and the right to withdraw from the process, consent and possible 

deception of participants, maintenance of the confidentiality of data provided by 



Methodology 

38 
 

individuals or identifiable participants and their anonymity, reactions of participants to 

the way in which researcher collect data, including embarrassment, stress, discomfort, 

pain and harm (Saunders et al., 2009, p.185). To minimise any risk of inconvenience, 

the researchers ensured to the participants that their responses would be treated with 

confidentiality and only for the purpose of this research. Furthermore, interview times 

were agreed in advance to find the most convenient time and length for the respondents. 

To ensure the confidentiality of data, respondents identities are kept anonymous, in 

order to avoid any potential threat to career prospects or future opportunities. To avoid 

lack of informed consent and deception, questions has been sent before the interviews. 

Prior to every interview, the permission has been explicitly asked to record the 

conversation. It has been attempted to avoid questions difficult to answer and to respect 

participant privacy.  
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4 Empirical Findings 
 

The observed results are provided in order in the main categories identified during the 

data processing, as explained in the practical methodology chapter. For each category, 

are shown the insights and quotes obtained from the participants. As stated in other 

chapters of this thesis, the authors adhere to the philosophical stance of subjectivism-

interpretivism. For this reason, they believe that providing the readers with significant 

portions of the data would allow them in making their own conclusions and 

understanding, while authors’ analysis would be provided in the next chapter. 

 

4.1 Governance and organisational structure 
 

The characteristics of the organisation, in particular its governance and the formalised 

practices and procedures, influence the decision making process. It is found that, as 

introduced in the literature review, portfolio management practices are common in 

various industries, from financial services to IT, and from pharmaceuticals to 

entertainment. However, with regards to the selection process, it is possible to identify 

different methods, corresponding to different levels of organisational maturity, among 

the companies touched by the investigation.  

 

4.1.1 Processes & Procedures 

 

Some of the companies, which are well known and operate on a multinational level, 

have established processes and procedures to perform the project approval and 

selection:  

 

[P1] Successful organisations I have worked with [as a consultant] have really 

formalised and explicit processes that lead from the proposal to the final selection.  

 

[P3] My company has a formal process called Integrated Product Development (IPD).   

Many stakeholders have input to the decision. A smaller subset of the stakeholders are 

actually voting members of the Portfolio Management Team (PMT). The IPD process 

consists of phased gates:  Pre-Concept, Concept, Plan, Development, Certification, 

Deployment, and End of Life.  The primary criterion is a formal business case drawing 

on market forecasts, investment, and delivery cost. 

 

[P4] Within our division, an Initiative Proposal is completed by the business owner 

working with a Portfolio Manager supporting his or her line of business. That is 

submitted either as part of annual budgeting or mid-year to a governance committee for 

review & approval of seed funding. Proposals are generated across lines of business 

and submitted for review by a cross-functional governance committee.  

 

[P8] The whole process is managed by a Portfolio Management Office (PMO) with 

contribution of the other functions. They together constitute the Portfolio Management 

Committee (PMC) which have monthly meetings where the various decisions are made.  

 

On the other side, some of the respondents acknowledge that their company did not 

have formalised procedures for portfolio selection and prioritisation; instead, the 

process was more informal and less structured: 
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[P1] In this case [organisations without a formalised process] it is almost always a 

kind of conversation between the person who wants the projects, a line manager within 

a Business Unit, and the head of PMO. 

 

[P2] To a large extent, the CEO and owner takes responsibility for the selection; 

sometimes the decision is made in cooperation with the Head of business development. 

Sometimes if product managers, who are technically savvy, find an interesting product, 

they can recommend it to the CEO. It is an highly unofficial and informal process 

 

[P5] Business department or business unit [manager] comes to IT department and say 

“I need a project done”. So the standard is that they assign a manager, a project 

manager, to sit down, sketch out the functionality they want, what they expect to do. And 

then somewhere in the department, the manager or the project manager, sit down to try 

to come up with some numbers, and then they say that it is going to cost X, this what we 

will tell to get funded. Depending on the funding process, the IT people go hand-in-

hand with the business users in the business case to make decisions about these things. 

 

[P6] Selection and prioritisation of projects happens from top management; sometimes 

upon requests from project managers if they could provide a strong business case. But 

mostly the choices were top down, I would say 90% of times.  

 

[P7] The decision making is sometimes quite contorted. What happens is: a lot of the 

decision making is not driven by the executives, but by the production and those who 

are working for them.  

 

As one may expect, the more formalised the process, the less the decision maker can 

exert an influence on it:  

 

[P1] If prioritisation and selection does not happen through a formal procedure, there 

is the opportunity for managers to have their “pet projects”. 

 

[P3] The IPD process makes it difficult for a single executive to favour a “pet project”. 

 

4.1.2 Regulations and Laws 

 

Some respondents also highlight the fact that international regulations may affect the 

selection process, influencing the final decision:  

 

[P4] We operate in a highly competitive industry that is also subject to significant 

regulatory scrutiny […] regulatory requirements drive [the choice of] many projects  – 

while they might not align well with long term strategic objectives, they are mandatory. 

 

[P8] […] this apply also for the specific regulations of a country. If a product is 

rejected, many chances also the similar ones will, so this would affect the selection of 

projects developing similar products.    

 

4.1.3 Information and Communication 

 

The respondents to the study highlight the importance of having a constantly updated 

flux of information through the various departments and teams within the company. 
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This must happen at various stages of the projects, including the project proposal phase, 

the portfolio selection and the implementation. Moreover, they acknowledge that this is 

often the reason for project failures or organisational sufferings.  

 

[P3] As scope changes or unexpected issues arise, the PM needs to bring these to the 

attention of the PMT, identify options, and drive decisions. 

 

[P4] […]having too many projects at the same time: it is often the result of having 

insufficient data to support accurate planning. [and this is amplified] within the 

company when they [project leaders] fail to communicate each other effectively which 

are the needs of resources for their projects. 

 

[P6]many times I have seen projects not meeting their goals because information 

provided were partial and inaccurate. 

 

Some of the respondents, namely the ones involved in high strategic decisions, state that 

also accurate information contributes to reduce the degree of personal belief of the 

decision makers, and hence to reduce possible biases when it comes to the selection and 

prioritisation phase:  

 

[P1] This [accurate information] is a key element for project and organisation’s 

success. If the proposal description and justification is not complete and accurate, there 

is space for senior manager to choose their pet projects.  

 

[P8] Detailed information is key to avoid managers to choose on gut instinct. 

 

4.2 Responsibility and accountability 
 

For an in-depth understanding of the process of portfolio management and the problems 

emanating, the responsibilities of relevant stakeholders should be gauged. Throughout 

the investigation, several relevant aspects were explored with the respondents. Thus, the 

following are examined: the project proposal responsibility, group or individual 

decision making, and accountability of the decision-makers and the criteria for 

evaluation. 

 

4.2.1 Project Proposal 

 

The interviewees shed light on the responsible department, party, or staff who propose 

the projects as well as the liability with regard to the proposition. According to some 

respondents, the proposition of the projects comes from different lines of business 

making the request: 

 

[P4] Proposals are generated across lines of business and submitted for review by a 

cross-functional governance committee. 

 

[P5] Business department or business unit comes to IT department and say I need a 

project done. the proposition  is made by the requiring department. 

 

The respondents P7 and P8 show that the departments that are connected to the core of 

the business are usually the ones that make the proposition: 
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[P7] The proposition all projects come from the production department who is given the 

autonomy so the company will stay in touch with the producers and the market. The 

production officer and team then send the proposals to the senior vice president of 

production 

 

[P8] Project Proposer: sometimes R&D makes a proposal on the basis of a current 

finding of their study. Usually proposal comes from marketing department because they 

understand the market and customer needs. R&D investigates what they can do about 

this development.   

 

Other respondents demonstrated a major top-down proposition for the projects coming 

from top management with some exceptions at lower rate. 

 

[P2] The proposition of new projects is usually coming from the managing director; 

also, at lower probability the head of business development, and sometimes from the 

staff propositions come. 

 

[P6] In our business usually the CIO and CTO make the proposition for the new 

projects. 

 

[P7] In the creative industry, which this company is in, many of the procedures are 

relaxed. Somebody will go and sit in front of the CFO or the chief officer who is giving 

their ability to make these things happen and say okay we need to do this project and it 

will cost 500 K. 

 

Propositions are sometimes made with overestimates, and the consequences are 

sometimes drastic leading sometimes failure or quality compromise during the 

execution. 

 

[P1] Proposer are not accountable for their initial (untruth) forecasts: they want their 

projects done and frame the proposals in order to make it more attractive. […]Too 

often the best case outcomes are provided at the lowest possible costs so that the project 

appears justifiable. They know that if they stated the worst case or even the most likely, 

they project would be less attractive and therefore not get supported. Of course, it is 

highly unlikely the best possible outcomes can be raised and this is why such a high 

percentage of projects fail to meet their objectives. So, they under estimate the costs and 

overstate the benefits in order to justify the project, but this makes it undeliverable. If 

there are many projects organized in this way, the situation becomes a real mess.- Over 

confidence (which partially happens because of lack of accountability- easy to be 

confident when you will not be shown to fail).  

 

[P4] The project manager (and the associated delivery leadership team) is held 

accountable for project success, but the business owner & executive sponsor are 

expected to report on change success resulting from the project. 

 

[P7] somebody requests a project that will be an application and maybe even a well 

justified one so they go to the IT guy and say we need a system that does X. What you 

think is the cost? So software architect or whoever will send this say: I think it will cost 

$500,000. Then the hammer comes down and that's it, so now you have this envelope 
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that has 500 K and 18 months. Now it becomes a zero-sum game.  Then you discover 

that it is going to cost 800,00 $ and take 2 years. What do you do with that? well you 

play around led you make a lot of suboptimal decisions, and take a lot of shortcuts 

compromising the quality sometimes. 

 

4.2.2 Decision maker and senior management  

 

The decision making with regards to the portfolio management in most of the 

organisations happens at the senior level [P1, P2, P4, P5, P7, P8]. Two aspects are 

evaluated within this context; the number of decision-makers and the liability of the 

senior level party. In the following sections respondents expose their opinions with 

regard to decisions can be either made by an assigned committee or on an individual 

level as well as the responsibility factor.  

 

It has always been a debatable topic whether decision making should be made by a 

single professional or by an assigned committee. Within the context of portfolio 

management, the respondents express their views on how the decisions are made in their 

organisations with regards to this matter specifically.  

Some of the respondents had a group making the decisions with contrasting views on 

the effectiveness: 

 

[P5] when it comes to decisions with regards to the portfolio, a group of top-level 

decision-makers do it. Senior management (CEO, CFO, responsible business officer) 

make the decisions with regards to which projects to be undertaken. Consultancy is 

sought when problems arise.  I could mention to you that in my views, at one point the 

company had sharp group of senior level managers who were ready to make hard 

decisions and admitted to fail when they did.  Unfortunately most of these people left the 

company. 

 

[P6] The final decision making well done by a group consists of the owners and the 

CEO. Since I have been responsible for the transformation of the key products to new 

platform within my project scope, I can say that the group has been effective as to they 

had a common agreement on decisions sometimes with little knowledge. 

 

The respondent from the pharmaceutical industry confirmed the group decision making 

with an opinion that this is making organisation more mature. Furthermore, a project 

management office was existent influencing their decision making: 

 

[P3] Many stakeholders have input to the decision. A smaller subset of the stakeholders 

are actually voting members of the Portfolio Management Team (PMT). 

 

[P4] Within our division, an Initiative Proposal is completed by the business owner 

working with a Portfolio Manager supporting his or her line of business. That is 

submitted either as part of annual budgeting or mid-year to a governance committee for 

review & approval of seed funding. We currently do most project selection & 

prioritisation as an input into annual budgeting. Proposals are generated across lines 

of business and submitted for review by a cross-functional governance committee. […] 

This is usually not resulting from a single decision maker but rather the combined 

efforts of multiple decision makers representing different portfolios 
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[P8][decision making] involves various functions and is a group decision. This 

provides more maturity of the organisation to avoid too much power of the decision 

maker. The whole process is managed by Portfolio Management Office (PMO) with 

contribution of the other function. PMO have a bird view of the whole process. But 

other line managers can influence the process. Portfolio Management Committee 

(PMC) [is the deputed organism and] involves people from very different functions. In 

these meetings, the PMO has the leading, but others are involved. 

 

Individual decision making has been detected in the portfolio context with some of the 

respondents: 

 

[P2] The chief executive officer was individually responsible for making the final 

decisions with regards to selecting the projects. 

 

[P7] The senior vice president of production, in charge of making the deals with 

producers, is in the responsible person for making the decisions regarding which 

projects to select and undertake. With some exceptions, most of the projects were well 

justified. But many factors play a role when problems happen. 

 

4.3 Selection and prioritisation 
 

4.3.1 Selection Criteria  
 

4.3.1.1 Financial criteria 

 

The selection criteria for the projects vary between the interviewees who have access to 

that kind of information. As one of the senior project manager say: 

 

[P6] from my position, I don’t have access to the selection and prioritisation process.  

So I can’t speak to that. 

 

Other respondents, who had an insight on the criteria due to their responsibilities, told 

the authors about the selection measures for projects in their organisations. And 

apparently, the financial aspect is the most frequently used. However, within the 

financial metrics, the use of varies between the net present value, the forecasted cost of 

the project, or the return on investment, or a combination among them. 

 

[P1] Typically the criteria vary and are not applied consistently. However financial 

metrics are very different: cost estimations or NPV are worse than ROI. Poor or 

untruthful estimations are only based on financials. However, they key ones considered 

are usually: Cost (unfortunately, in preference to ROI). 

 

[P4] This decision depends on the estimated cost of the project. That is submitted either 

as part of annual budgeting or mid-year to a governance committee for review & 

approval of seed funding.  We currently do most project selection & prioritisation as an 

input into annual budgeting.  

 

[P8][methods are] financial metrics and [it applies also a] strong influence of 

marketing considerations. The financial metrics are constantly updated, using the 

option model to take into account the competition, market needs, etc. 
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One of the respondents, who is a senior vice president, mentioned the financial criteria 

among other to present a formal business case: 

 

[P3] The primary criterion is a formal business case drawing on market forecasts, 

investment, and delivery cost.. 
 

4.3.1.2 Non-financial criteria 

 

The selection criteria may include other factors, which vary due to the nature of 

business. Three of the respondents demonstrate the importance of the time-to-market as 

a factor that drives the choice of the project; respondent P1 notes that this sometimes 

takes the place of more important factors: 

 

[P1] Immediate need (rather that strategic future outcomes)[other factors are] degree 

of simplicity and shortness of timeframe rather than future capability and capacity 

requirements. 

 

[P3] time to market is very important. Often, projects are split into phases in order to 

accelerate availability of the most important features. 

 

[P8] Time to market: is critical because it makes constant revenues come. Launching 

program is expensive and if you launch everything together you don’t have enough 

resources. So we scatter them nicely and smartly 

 

4.3.2 Prioritisation  

 

With regards to prioritisation, not all the respondents have access to this information 

[P2, P6]. Instead, middle or top-level figures provide an overview regarding the 

methods adopted by their organisations. The senior vice president explains how the 

process goes within his company: 

 

[P3] we have a computer program to automate the prioritisation. It is a quite formal 

process with this regard in order to make systematic decisions. To make it simple, this is 

how it works: the most important criteria that are used for selection of the projects are 

quantified and then a multiplication factor for each criteria. These factors are decided 

and frequently changed by the top management according to the business needs.  

 

One of the respondents mentions that priorities may change between different functions 

of the same organisation  

 

[P4] In some cases, there might be a need to enhance existing products & services 

whereas for other lines of business, transformation initiatives involving new product or 

service launches are required. 

 

A senior consultant in the financial industry describes the evolution, within this 

industry, in the prioritisation process from simple to more complicated, defining it as an 

apparent response to the dynamic changes in the environment: 
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[P5] organisation [I have been consulting in the last years] was changing its 

prioritisation process quite frequently with the changes in the financial industry. They 

used to have senior executives deciding which projects to undertake from the pool of 

projects selected, giving a lot of importance to expansion expressed with whatever 

projects have market share increase as a result they will be highly prioritized. However, 

with the financial disturbances and economic changes as well as legal factors, the 

prioritisation procedure became more sophisticated. In the last 2 years, a matrix has 

been used to cross the important factors with the selected projects. Weights are 

assigned to both financial and nonfinancial factors; recently the top 2 are ROI and the 

market share. Eventually, all projects on the table will have a score. These scores are 

the ones used to make the final decisions. 

 

Respondent P8 notes that among the factors affecting the prioritisation is the resource 

allocation as well as the competition: 

 

[P8] [we consider] investments cycles: every phase of the project needs to have some 

allocation of resources. Moreover, the projects need to be scattered in order to not 

overlap.[…] Disease modified drugs are the ones that change the market (in terms of 

how to treat a disease). If they have an idea of how to change the market, it will get the 

priority because it will swipe away the competition.  

 

4.3.3 Consequences of selection and prioritisation 

 

Across all levels of the organisation, the respondents have or have witnessed different 

problems. Within the investigation, the two most observed problems were: selecting too 

many projects for the resources available and choosing too many short-term projects. 

 
4.3.3.1 Pressure on resources 

 

Many of the respondents speak about the pressure on resources that result from 

selecting too many projects in the portfolio. Two portfolio managers and one project 

manager tell to the authors about the pressure they have on specifically human 

resources. These interviewees talk about the organisations taking care of the financial 

resources and leaving the pressure on the teams present even beyond their capacity. 

 

[P7] I had 5 or 6 project managers trying to run around 30 projects simultaneously for 

extremely demanding users with no interest whatsoever for understanding each other's 

requirements or any kind of priority. We had pretty large number of projects, basically 

the notion was, you and your guys can manage as many projects as we can start, you 

just need actually resources to execute them. […] So my staff ended up kind of being 

talk promoted in terms of responsibility. And actually getting titles from doers to project 

managers. And I would say that there came a point where we're not simply adequately 

able to manage all of the projects that we were doing. 

 

As a solution, organisations involve consultants for support, as proved by respondents 

P1 and P5, which are in fact external consultant, and confirmed by respondents from 

entertainment and pharmaceutical industries: 
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[P7] there were many times when we had to compromise and where I would hire 

consulting firm that have somebody that I am comfortable with, managing projects with 

almost nobody oversight from my side. 

 

[P8] If problems arise the organisation has to delay the projects or outsource people 

from outside 

 

The respondent from the entertainment industry notes that senior management is more 

likely to allow new funding rather than new human resources: 

 

[P7] the senior level vice Pres. of production, the person who is in charge of making 

individual producers deals, can approve extra funding if required [...] conversations 

end with him saying “we got a have this done, if you need to get some funding for it, get 

funding for it. But you're not hiring anyone!” 

 

The respondent from the financial industry who is a portfolio manager mentioned that it 

is a common issue across the financial industry and stating some insight on the reasons 

behind this phenomenon: 

 

[P4] This is common across all organisations within this industry - pressures from 

within and without result in competing demands for highly skilled resources, and 

without having real-time visibility into enterprise resourcing, it can be easy to 

overcommit key resources. 

Working on many portfolios in the same time is one source complicating this issue: 

 

[P4] This is usually not resulting from a single decision maker but rather the combined 

efforts of multiple decision makers representing different portfolios. A cause might be 

represented by the fact that resource capacity is financial resource but not human 

resource.  The latter usually comes into play when sequencing selected, prioritized 

portfolio components. 

 

Project manager from IT product distribution elaborates on the high pressure on the 

human resources she experienced: 

 

[P2] Compared with the resources that the company has, we had so many products 

running in the same time. Some of the products needed more staff than available just for 

sales we're not talking technical managers or whatever [...] we had the problem of 

having too many products running in the same time as a chronic issue 

 

The senior vice president provides an interesting insight when he considers the pressure 

on resources as a trivial kind of problem and cast accountability on the project managers 

to communicate the problem: 

 

[P3]Resources are always spread thin.  It is the job of the PM to communicate the 

impacts. […] For example, two 3-month projects using the same resources cannot be 

completed in 3 months. Working them simultaneously may extend the completion dates 

beyond 6 months 

 

An elaboration is provided with regards to demand and supply role in this matter: 
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[P3] The demand for new products and services exceeds the resources required to 

deliver them in a timely manner. 

 

One of the senior consultants demonstrates the common occurrence across industries 

and how this issue emerges. He explains that it happens as people are doing their job 

without proactive planning. Moreover, this becomes a vicious cycle when considering 

the prioritisation: 

 

[P1] People usually only realize the capability and capacity limitations of their project 

needs once well into them- when they have met a crisis because they did not consider 

this earlier (or at least underestimated it). 

This describes almost every project I ever worked on in large organisations. This is 

made worse by having many resources spread across several projects, making it 

difficult for them to prioritise what they do first. 

 

The respondent from the pharmaceutical industry stresses on the idea all proactive 

planning with regards to resources. Resources should not be taken for granted and the 

problems and delays may look disastrous in the end affecting the value provided: 

 

[P8] [Resources needs] if it’s not analysed in advance this lead to difficulties because 

people would not be available all the time. So errors in planning or lack of information 

during this phase may lead to big problems and delays. Also the management is putting 

a lot of pressure, is on your neck. If problems arise the organisation has to delay the 

projects or outsource people from outside. So constant review and understanding of 

what is changing is crucial to avoid delays and problems. This is the reason why 

prioritisation must be updated constantly. 

 
4.3.3.2 Low value and short-term projects  

 

Several aspects are connected to low value projects. Respondents across different levels 

of hierarchy explain to the authors their perspectives on that kind of issue. One 

respondent highlights a critical issue with regards to prioritizing a project that, in his 

view,  was the wrong response to a problem facing the survival of the business. 

 

[P5] The company has a long and well-known history. And why it was well known and 

famous, it's probably because it is the premier provider o portfolio of projects for 

municipal bonds mutual funds in the United States. 

 

A change in the market made the company to choose on whether change the project mix 

or just fix one of the projects. 

 

[P5] few years ago, mutual fund growth in the United States exploded. Everybody was 

investing in all types of funds but mostly they were investing in equity funds. Because 

the market was going up, people were, you know, advertising advanced portfolio 

management approaches and these sort of stuff. What happened was, that the company 

started to lose assets in the management. Why? Because they didn't have the right 

product mix in the markets of the time. 

 

The impact of the problem was big: 
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[P5] There were some people who had millions of dollars and they close their accounts 

and the company is because of specific set of problems. So there was a recent injury. 

 

So the institution was at a critical turning point on whether to remake the business or 

just fix it: 

 

[P5] the pathological decision was: you that 6 or 7 people telling you, you need to 

remake your business effectively and one guy (XYZ) telling you well you don't need to 

really remake your entire business we just need to fix this part. The company 

management decided to fix the customer management system that was insensitive to the 

VIP customers’ requests. I agree that was an important problem however, the most 

critical one was to change the mix that the companies offering to their customers. It is a 

matter of priority, should choice was to fix an existing system rather than responding to 

a strategic problem in making new project offerings. 

 

The senior consultant elaborates on the role of the chief financial officer: 

 

[P5] There were always trials to get some of the maintenance projects prioritized by 

gaming the system. That was majorly done by the CFO was responsible for such 

decisions. 

 

Another insight provided by respondent P1 and P8, reveals a tendency of prioritizing 

fixes and enhancements rather than undertaking the projects with long-term benefits: 

 

[P1] It is primarily short-term returns. That is people get rewarded on what they don 

her and now, rather than for the longer-term benefits created by the project.  So it 

benefits them to apply a simple immediate fix to generate a short-term benefit, rather 

than implement something that will work better in the long term. 

 

[P8] What commonly happens is to have more enhancements and developments of 

existing products. Once they develop something really new, they want to make out the 

most money out of it. Such as: making it available in different formats, tablets, liquids, 

optimisation, making it accessible to many kinds of customers. They want to milk the 

product the more possible 

 

An extra confirmation of the tendency of prioritizing the projects with short term 

consequences is provided: 

 

[P8] Sometimes the managers are too dependent on shareholders and they just look on 

annual numbers (investor relations) and not on long-term value creations, so they 

prefer to invest in short term small project just to show off with the shareholders. If the 

company has not made enough money, the stock will go down and shareholders would 

not invest. To keep the investments they have to show results every year and this 

influence a lot the decision -making. 

 

The Syrian project manager mentions low value projects that have been chosen even 

though the value was compromised due to technical issues: 

 

[P2] For example we had 2 projects connected to products with very little value. These 

2 products were technically causing a lot of issues to the computers they are installed 
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on. The computers got slow, and we tested as a department the product on our 

computers and we found out that it's a piece of garbage. We protested to that, then we 

found out that CEO is not ready to change the products.  

 

4.4 Human Factors 
 

When it comes to important decisions such as the project investment, selection and 

prioritisation, the decision makers might be influenced by many factors. Among these 

factors, the human ones are of the most significance. Hence, organisations are made of 

people, and people interact among each other, influencing their respective behaviours, 

perceptions and decisions. Respondents agree that decisions are effected by people from 

both internal and external to the organisation [P1, P3, P4, P6, P7, P8]. This helped the 

authors to explore, which are the usual dynamics, originated by power and political 

relations within the organisations, and how the influence is exerted by these people. The 

third and last theme raised in this category is related to the perceptions that the 

interviewees shared with the authors regarding how the decision makers make their 

choices, and which aspects might drive their decisions.  

 

4.4.1 People pressure (Who) 

 
4.4.1.1 People internal to the organisation 

 

Respondents agree that people internal to the organisation may exert significant 

influence to promote a project they particularly want to see done, or they just put 

pressure on the decision maker when it comes to the selection phase. Usually line 

managers or top managers, which are not directly involved in the project realisation 

process, are in the position to exert such influence:  

 

[P1] If the leaders [top managers] are not smart enough [to understand the portfolio 

selection process], then they will create on you political pressure, time pressure, that 

will make people start cutting corners, etc. So poor leadership lead to problems. 

 

[P3] Executives work on the principle of “I want it all – now!” 

 

[P4] […] the business owner & executive sponsor are always putting a lot of pressure 

on your neck as they are the ones expected to report on change success resulting from 

the project. 

 

[P7] [the ones putting pressure on decision makers are] production managers. They 

want somebody to minimize the workload, they do not want to put anything actually to 

changing. They just want somehow magically, to take the drudgery out of their life. 

 

[P8] When we are in meetings for the definition project portfolio [we work under] 

pressure from brand management: they want their product to be launched the earliest 

possible. And every brand manager wants its products first. So you have to take into 

account all this.  
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4.4.1.2 People external to the organisation 
 

Also individuals outside of the organisation can play a role in the portfolio decisions. 

This may happen within established and formal procedures, as suggested by one of the 

respondent:  

 

[P3] Many external stakeholders have input to the decision within the IPD process.   

 

Nevertheless, this is not the most common case. More often, external people that can 

influence the portfolio decisions are consultants - in fact, respondents P1 and P5 are 

senior consultants, which share their broad expertise during the interviews – are called 

by the company to help in addressing a specific issue or developing a strategic projects 

[P1, P5, P6].  

 

Other respondents also identified major customers as external people able to bias the 

decision making process:  

 

[P3] [selection depends also on] customer pressure for specific products or features. 

This means that the customer that is able to use more effectively his influence can have 

the priority. Even if the project was not the most beneficial for the company. 

 

[P5] Most of the people who invest in them [company products] are institutional 

investors or pension fund managers or very wealthy state-by-state individual investors 

and they can influence the choice [of the financial products to develop]. 

 

4.4.2 Dynamics (the What and How) 

 

Once having highlighted who is able to bias the decision making process, it is also 

relevant to understand what and how might happen during this critical phase. Two main 

relevant themes were identified, one related to which is the kind of influence that people 

may exert and the other related to the power relations and bargaining capabilities of the 

subjects involved, which contribute to get an understanding of the phenomenon.   
 

4.4.2.1 Influence 

 

Based on their own experience, the respondent provided their opinions on what may 

happen during the selection process. Portfolio selection and prioritisation do not happen 

context-free, instead, decision makers are constantly faced by emergent events in the 

organisational environment, and this means that they are exposed to various point of 

views and perspectives, which could affect their own final decisions. Some respondents 

observe that in their organisation the influence may happen also from bottom-up, with 

the project/product managers sharing their views, which are not related to strategic 

considerations but rather on practical and tactical ones:  

 

[P2] Sometimes product managers, who are technically savvy, if they found an 

interesting product they could recommend it to the CEO, but without developing any 

business case to understand whether the product is going to sell well in our market or 

not. 
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[P3] When I was a Product Development Team Leader, I was often responsible for 

multiple projects – more of a Programme Management role. In this role I worked 

closely with the PMT to identify what  was achievable, and what the impacts were for 

the various options.  

 

[P6] sometimes [decision makers select a project] upon request from project managers 

if they could provide a strong business case.  

 

More often, this phenomenon happens from top-down, from managers in higher 

position, or departments that have strategic importance in the business, as highlighted 

by several respondents:  

 

[P1] Top management may have “personal favourite” options; when they involve in 

conversations about decisions the portfolio managers, if [their approach] is 

manipulating people through advocacy of a pre-determined solution, it will generate 

worse outcomes.  

 

[P7] […] the senior level vice president of production, the person who is in charge of 

making individual producers deals. And they might start saying “We got to have this 

done, if you need to get some funding for it, get funding for it. But you're not hiring 

anyone!” Even if the selection has already taken place.  

 

[P8] Management can have a certain degree of belief, it can be not completely rational 

and not justified by numbers but they can belief that a project will work and so they will 

push it through.  

 
4.4.2.2 Politics (power relations and bargaining power) 

 

Many of the respondents expressed the opinion that in many circumstances the final 

decision regarding a project seems to be more related to internal power relationships 

and competing interests rather than an objective assessment of the project proposals 

against the criteria utilised by the organisation for this purpose [P1, P3, P5, P6, P7, P8]. 

In these situations, the role of the decision maker is subordinate to political reasons:  

 

[P1] Sometimes they [top managers] tell people to do projects without matches on 

prioritisation criteria. I think that the biggest crime is when there are prioritisation 

criteria and they give answers that are untrue to support their projects. Same story is 

happening in Australia, for the East-West Tunnel project in Melbourne, which aims to 

minimize city traffic, however, statistics to justify the projects are not true. […] And this 

many times happens because they think they have enough power and autonomy so they 

can’t really be accountable. No one will come back and say you are not allowed to do 

that. 

 

[P2] Sometimes, the prioritisation of the projects on the list just depends on the 

bargaining capabilities of the project manager. 

 

[P3] However, it is difficult to obtain consensus on priorities. Especially when the 

situation changes due to strategic shifts, change orders, and customer escalations, there 

is always jockeying for position among the executives who champion the various 

projects. 
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[P5] […] it is what I call Political capital: managers meet and say “I'll take 

responsibility for this, you take responsibility for that. It's unlikely that both of our 

projects going to be  funded”, so you get into a situation where anybody uses any 

political capital for their benefit at this point. 

 

[P7] […] as my boss uses to say “Listen, I didn't get to where I am because I say no. 

Somebody would call up and would say […] I'm the executive vice president and I need 

this this project to be done and telling you what you have to do. That’s it” 

 

[P8] The choice can be very political. The process can be influenced by senior 

management. They will give more voice on that. And when a manager is supporting so 

much the project it is so difficult for the people to argue against the selection and 

prioritisation of this project. 

 

4.4.3 Motivations and biases 

 

The respondents agree that not only external factors and established criteria are behind 

the selection and prioritisation process [P1, P2, P3, P5, P6, P7]. Decision makers have 

their own biases and motivations, which cause them choosing certain projects instead of 

others. Four principal reasons can help explaining this issue.  

 
4.4.3.1 Bias towards the status quo and resistance to change 

 

The projectization of the society in the last years, especially in organisational contexts, 

makes many things changed; however many managers are still attached to old habits 

[P1, P6, P8]. This has great impact on organisational success, and more specifically on 

the how the portfolio is defined:  

 

[P1] If you select projects that have failed before, without understanding what gone 

wrong before, only because you don’t want to change your habitual practices, you are 

going to fail it again. And again.  

 

[P3] As scope changes or unexpected issues arise, the PM needs to bring these to the 

attention of the PMT, identify options, and drive decisions. But what usually happens is 

managers rejecting or delaying these changes because it would mean to change the 

current status quo.  

 

[P5][a company he was consulting was losing many customers]so they decided that 

they should do something about it and they went to consulting companies like “MBB” 

[the top three consultancies] and some other big ones. Almost all of them said that they 

had the wrong product portfolio mix and that they need to change it, and should start 

offering new products[…]In fact, they were not comfortable with developing these new 

products so then the decision-makers went down and said well we need to make a 

change that we are comfortable with. 

 

[P6] […] and they stuck with previous methods because they were not prepared to 

make a change In resisting to change you don't do things that you have to do. It's more 

risk not to change rather than that it is actually to take a shot at something.  
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[P8] A lot of changes happening during these [long life] projects development: 

priorities change because the environment change more quickly than the project 

development. So environment change, legislation change, people leave the company, 

new resources, new ideas on the market […] all these factors require the company to 

change its prioritisation during the project lifetime. But it is hard for managers to 

accept to lose their previous priority positions. 

 
4.4.3.2 Anchoring 

 

To some extent initial estimates, constitute an anchor that influences the overall project 

selection. The subsequent decisions are driven by the initial estimate rather than a 

further accurate one provided by the planning team.  

 

[P1] So many times people [portfolio managers] have an idea of what they are allowed 

to spend, and use that to build up the estimation of the project costs. So they know how 

much they will spend, but not how much the project would cost to develop it properly. 

 

[P2] […] and it is so hard to convince the CEO to change his initial estimations, even 

after you have been showing them pages and pages of accurate calculations.  

 

[P7] What happens so many times is that the project proposer develop and initial 

guessing or estimate, then goes to the decision maker and says “This is going to cost a 

certain amount X”. When it comes to the project manager to sit down and develop the 

project plan, schedule and risk plan and mitigation, the budget that comes up is much 

more better than the initial number. But decision maker still stick with the first guess 

estimate and just includes a small contingency to make you feel happy.  

 

This bias can be dangerous as decisions are taken on the basis of very partial 

information, while accurate estimations are overlooked and ignored [P3, P6].  

 

4.4.3.3 Confirming Evidence Bias 
 

Another issue related to the decision making process is the tendency of decision makers 

to make their choices looking only at the data that supports their own beliefs and 

ignoring the ones that are in opposition. This is particularly true when information 

available is poor [P5, P6], or is ambiguous and can be interpreted in different ways: 

 

[P1] Sometimes they [top managers] tell people to do projects without matches on 

prioritisation criteria. […]Same story is happening in Australia, for the East-West 

Tunnel project in Melbourne, which aims to minimize city traffic, however, statistics to 

justify the projects are not true. Some read them in a way to advocate the need of the 

projects, others see the same data as the prove that the project is not needed.  

 

[P5] [a company he was consulting was losing many customers]so they decided that 

they should do something about it and they went to consulting companies like “MBB” 

[the top three consultancies] and some other big ones. Almost all of them said that they 

had the wrong product portfolio mix and that they need to change it, and should start 

offering new products. Only one said that they had a problem with a specific function 

and they should re-engineer it, which was one of the managers beliefs. So the company 
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undertook this re-engineering project instead of changing the product mix, listening to 

what only one of the consulting firms was saying.  

 

Furthermore, this issue often causes frustration for people at lower levels, since they try 

to propose different points of view, but seems to be in vain:  

 

[P2] When the staff comes back with feedback on the technical issues and other 

problems with products, there is always a good answer [from the decision maker]. It 

looks like he is looking for a reason to confirm what he already decided. He avoids 

having tough questions asked about the products that might challenge his arguments. 

He wants to make it and that’s it. He does not like the feedback when it is negative, and 

he wants arguments confirming his selections. We do not have a devil's advocate the 

process. No counterarguments. 

 

[P8] They look for the few information that can support their instinct. One of the factors 

that account for project selection is the probability of success, they push their projects 

into selection even if the probabilities are really low. And when a manager is 

supporting so much the project it is so difficult for the people to argue against the 

selection and prioritisation of this project. 

 

4.4.3.4 Personal interest 
 

Organisations are made of people, and people have personal interest and motivations. It 

is not infrequent that these interests are divergent or even opposite to the ones of the 

organisation. The problem arises when people who have relevant power and autonomy, 

so that they cannot be accountable for their decisions [P1].  

 

Respondents perceive that in several situations the portfolio-included projects that were 

selected because could bring more benefits to the decision maker rather than the 

organisation.  

 

[P1]Managers have their “personal favourite” options […] this mostly happens 

because of short term returns. That is, people get rewarded on what they do here and 

now, rather than for the longer term benefits created by the projects. So it benefits them 

to apply a simple immediate fix to generate a short term benefits, rather than implement 

something that will work better in the long term. This is accelerated by the fact that they 

will not be there when the system fails. 

 

[P2] It felt like just having more products made him [the decision maker] feel good, 

strong. The CEO was very concerned about how many products that competitors have 

and how much market share they have. For the CEO that was kind of bringing more 

pride and confidence. Kind of fuelling the self-esteem sometimes even if the product 

quality is not good enough. 

 

[P3] people tend to put everything in the portfolio just to make sure that every year 

there is something generating revenues for the shareholders.  

 

[P5] […] there is a certain amount of prestige with these things. And since resources 

are limited, and it's prestigious to have a multimillion dollar project, things become like 

a zero-sum game. 
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[P6] it is quite common to make short term decisions to reap rewards since they may 

not be in the company [in the future]. 

 

[P7] your business unit may have a conflict with the company interest with regards to 

which projects to prioritize. And depending on your incentives, may actually end up 

costing you personally.  

 

[P8] Many times the managers just love their projects and want to push them through 

even if it takes too much resources and is not enough lucrative. […] Sometimes the 

managers are too dependent on shareholders and they just look on annual numbers on 

investor relations reports and not on long term value creations, so they prefer to invest 

in short term small project just to show off with the shareholders. 

 

One respondent reports that his company governance includes measures to reduce such 

phenomenon:  

 

[P4] Incentive plans for portfolio managers are tied to divisions and corporate 

performance, to align personal interest to the corporate one’s and reduce the likelihood 

of pet projects.   

 

Respondent P3 notes that personal interest can apply in two directions:  

 

[P3] the IPD process makes it hard for executives to favour explicitly a single project; 

however it is possible for them to reject or delay competing projects.  

 

While others respondents do not provide any specific measure their organisations are 

adopting to contrast these issues.  

 

4.4.3.5 Overly optimistic predictions 
 

Respondents find that portfolio managers decisions are often influenced by excessive 

optimistic expectations. One of the interviewees thinks that decision makers are too 

optimistic with regards of the technical capabilities of the company, undertaking 

projects in which they do not have enough expertise:  

 

[P5] the problem is that the company was not conversant about agile projects […] is 

one of the major risks to do projects when you are not really conversant with the 

process required or picking technology that you are not really conversant with.  

 

On the other hand, other respondents believe that, while their companies might have the 

capabilities to implement selected projects, they did not have the capacity (the 

capability to do it at a particular time frame): 

 

[P1] If I’m not accountable for failures I can make ambitious statements and promises 

I’ll keep on doing it. And so, overly optimistic predictions results in too many “priority” 

projects. More robust challenges at the beginning and more realistic challenges to what 

can be achieved would result in less projects each being done better.  
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[P2] It is clear in his mind [of the decision maker] that if competitors are able to have 

X products in their portfolio why our company cannot do the same thing? That was his 

motivation for pushing too many products on the portfolio. You know, I think the 

decision-makers was overoptimistic.  

 

[P3] [and the problem is that] the demand for new products and services exceeds the 

resources required to deliver them in a timely manner [but the decision maker does not 

consider this] 

 

[P7] We had pretty large projects, basically the notion was “you and your guys can 

manage as many projects as we can start, you just need actually resources to execute 

them”. And I would say that there comes a point where we're not simply adequately 

able to manage all of the projects that we are doing 

 

[P8] […] one of the factors that account for project selection is the probability of 

success, they push their projects into selection even if the probabilities are really low. 

These very optimistic predictions at the beginning cause that so many projects are 

initially implemented and then they produce not enough value, or require too many 

resources and the organisation is suffering.  

 

Finally, one of the respondent believes that the decision making process is not affected 

by overly optimistic predictions [P4].  
 

4.4.3.6 Lack of information or expertise 

 

Respondents agree that portfolio decisions are sometimes taken on the basis of poor 

information [P1, P2, P4, P6, P7], or lack of expertise of the decision maker [P2, P5, P6].  

They acknowledge that in several circumstances these decisions are made when a 

detailed estimation has not been done yet:  

 

[P1] People usually only realize the capability and capacity limitations of their project 

needs once well into them.  

 

[P4] […] this is common across all organisations within this industry - pressures from 

within and without result in competing demands for highly skilled resources, and 

without having real-time visibility into enterprise resourcing.  

 

[P8] Sometimes projects are hard to measure, or to quantify the opportunity on the 

market, and in this case […] managers assume that projects would bring new 

opportunities and explore new markets, even if there are not enough data to back them 

up.  

 

Some of the respondents instead believe that the people delegated to take important 

final decisions do not have the required expertise to deliberate regarding a particular 

field: 

 

[P5] the senior executive management of the company included some members of the 

general family members not technically knowledgeable […] 
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[P6] […]I am not sure whether the management team understood the nature of change 

[…]they just wanted somehow magically, to take the drudgery out of their life 

 

[P7] I think part of the reason is that IT projects where considered as peripheral to the  

business. When you report to somebody at the senior levels it's probably that you will 

report to somebody who doesn't know anything about IT or technology. 

 

One respondent raises the issue that decision makers are sometimes given information, 

which are deliberately misleading:  

 

[P1] If there’s a threshold in the business to achieve a certain payback over time, that’s 

exactly what people will put in the figures in the project proposal in order to make it 

approved,  even if it’s not the true. So, they understate the costs and overstate the 

benefits in order to justify the project, but this makes it undeliverable. 

 

4.5 Lessons learned 
 

The fifth main theme that emerged during the interviews with the participants regarded 

the capability of learning from the past – and to a certain extent, learning from the 

present – when it comes to the portfolio decisions. Respondents find it a key matter for 

ensuring that projects are chosen, prioritized and implemented in an efficiently and 

effectively way [P1, P3, P5, P6, P7, P8].  

 

4.5.1 Recovering from current problems – capability to save current project 

 

Some respondents observe that their organisations have formal procedures that allow 

them to adjust and adapt the projects and portfolios on-going if problems and issues 

arise:  

 

[P1] Good companies[I have worked with] learn from partial failures and correct 

before it becomes a total failure […] they don’t get to this stage because they already 

look at it in cycles as the project progress so they become aware of the risks and they 

mitigate these risks so that these risks don’t become an issue. 

 

[P3] a good ongoing governance process can minimize this. As scope changes or 

unexpected issues arise, the PM needs to bring these to the attention of the PMT, 

identify options, and drive decisions. 

 

[P4] […] in this situation, the team, project manager, sponsor & steering committee 

collaborate to come up with a resolution plan.  

 

[P8] if the project is long term, the analysis is done on the way. Whatever they can 

learn can be applied to other projects. This because, especially in new product 

development what did not work with a product may not work with another molecule too 

so you want to learn on time. 

 

This notion also includes updating the prioritisation list and even discarding an on-

going project if the situation has evolved to a point that requires this measure:  
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[P3] […] so constant review and understanding of what is changing is crucial to avoid 

delays and problems. This is the reason why prioritisation is updated constantly 

 

[P8] the PMC recognize when these projects are not providing enough value […] and 

decide to kill them on the way, without trying to save them if it would be too hard 

 

Thanks to this measure, they perceive that the portfolio decisions can be improved 

constantly avoiding relevant losses that are instead inevitable with a static approach [P3, 

P8].  

 

4.5.2 Preparing for the future 

 

The interviewees share the opinion that past projects should be taken into account when 

it comes to the decisions regarding project proposals that have similar characteristics 

with the past ones [P1, P2, P4, P5, P6, P8]. Some of the participants recognise that their 

organisations are doing well in this process: 

 

[P1] Even good companies make mistakes. What makes the difference is that some go 

back and fix the problem: [one company he worked with]: learn from mistake, change 

the design for future projects, retrofitted, built that into their lesson learnt. This is an 

example of a robust post project review.  

 

[P3] we have an established procedure of review of lesson learned from previous 

project which is used to minimize future risks and is communicated to the portfolio 

managers within the organisation.  

 

[P8] short term and internal projects are always looked back and discussed once 

finished. This ensures that people involved and the whole organisation learn from these 

projects.  

 

Other respondents observe that their organisation do not have an established project 

review to get some lesson learned for the future: 

 

[P1] […] if you do a project that have failed before, you got to understand why it failed 

before, and which are the steps taken in the past, to make sure it doesn’t fail again. […] 

if you can explain what you changed to make the problem go away then you can expect 

to get a different outcome. But if you can’t do that, you can’t expect everything will 

work out. Bad companies try to wipe under the carpet and blame someone else. A good 

company learns, a bad company blames 

 

[P4] […] the focus is more on recovering rather than preparing for the future. They 

[portfolio managers] assume that learning and improving from the past is almost 

impossible due to the turbulent environment in which the company operates.  

 

Some respondents note that their companies not only do not have formal processes of 

review, but they do not even have any lesson learned at all:  

 

[P6] there is a saying that happy families are all happy, but each of the unhappy is 

unhappy in their own way. That is, there are a number of identifiable forms of bad 

decision making that you can account for, but you must at least understand which one 
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[is your case]. It is hard to say that they are failing to learn from lessons learned. 

Because there were not lessons learned at all.  

 

[P7] there is no revision of the projects once they have been concluded. Not a lot of 

lessons learned from success or failure […] nobody comes and say “why we did not get 

anything from that money, let’s look and understand it”. It just never happens. 
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5 Analysis of the results  
 

In this section, the key results obtained from the study are analysed and discussed. The 

material provided by the exploratory research is assessed against the literature review 

with regards to two main dimensions, the first referring the issues concerned with the 

selection and prioritisation of projects in a portfolio, while the latter explores the 

problems originated by cognitive and motivational biases during the decision making 

process. Furthermore, other aspects emerged from the empirical material, which are not 

related to the objectives of the study. Although the authors believe that the validation of 

these findings is beyond the scope of the thesis, they still think that these findings are 

relevant to shed light on portfolio problems and should be addressed in further 

researches. In the end of the section, the authors suggest hypotheses, to be tested in 

future developments, by linking the variables found during the exploration. 

 

The analysis of the finding is done keeping in mind the objectives of the research. In 

order to understand the findings, the empirical issues and problems that emerge as in the 

portfolio of project context are evaluated comparing them with the theoretical 

framework exposed in chapter 3. The same approach is adopted to evaluate heuristics 

and motivational fallacies that affect decision making. As introduced above, during the 

exploratory analysis authors come across some additional but relevant factors that are 

mentioned by several of the professionals interviewed. Although these factors are not 

directly connected with biases and heuristics, they are addressed briefly, since the 

authors believe that they might help in understanding selection and prioritisation issues. 

The analysis is done starting from the themes defined in the previous chapter.  

 

Throughout the study, the authors collect the opinions of people working in projects 

across different industries, responsibilities and hierarchical positions within the 

organisation. The companies represented by the respondents are all projectized 

companies, type (F) according to the framework proposed by Hobday (2000, p. 877). 

Furthermore, these companies utilize portfolio management techniques, in the way 

defined by Ghasemzadeh & Archer (2000, p.208), although they adopt different 

approaches to manage  their portfolios. The different points of view help to shed light 

on the various views with regards to selection and prioritisation within organisations. 

Moreover, the variety of organisations and sectors represented gives the authors a 

chance to look at methods, issues, and human perspectives from different angles.  

 

In order to fulfil the purpose of this exploratory research, the authors examine the kinds 

of problem that exist within the portfolio of projects within the companies represented 

by the interviewees. The authors managed to conduct 8 interviews with various levels of 

professionals involved in project portfolio. This influences as well the perceived 

problems, since different responsibilities and evaluations are required from various 

roles. In fact, executive level decision makers, which are responsible of highly strategic 

decisions (Gallén, 2009, p.326), such as respondent P3, usually have different exposure 

and access to information than P8, which is a middle level manager with supporting 

functions. P4 and P7 are Portfolio managers playing a major role in control of portfolio 

(Blomquist & Müller, 2006, p.55). At a lower level on the organisational chain of power 

are project managers, such as P2 and P6, who usually are not involved in decisions but 

are only responsible of the implementation of single projects or group of projects 

(Anantatmula, 2008, pp.36–37). Finally, P1 and P5 are senior consultant which have an 

overview of the whole process from an external perspective. 
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The analysis is reported under four main parts. Since the problems found are principally 

prioritisation problems, the analysis starts from depicting (a) how the prioritisation 

happens (or not) in the companies and which are the problems originated, (b) the human 

reasons behind them, (c) other important factors mentioned by the respondents that are 

not directly connected with heuristics and motivational biases, and finally (d) the links 

between the problems and the biases. The last section includes suggested hypotheses in 

order to be tested for future studies. 

 

5.1 Prioritisation problems 
 

The companies represented by the participants have different approaches to prioritize 

projects. Some of the companies (P3, P4) have a formalized procedure for selection and 

prioritisation that includes various stages and different criteria, which are then combined 

through specific algorithms, similar to the framework defined by (Gosenheimer et al., 

2012, pp.4–8). Respondent P3 observes that his company involves also key stakeholders 

during these processes; according to Vilkkumaa et al., (2014, p.781) this would help in 

increasing stakeholders satisfaction as well as the overall performance. However, many 

approaches are nowadays proposed in the literature (Pajares et al., 2009, p.1423); this is 

symptomatic of the difficulty to establish a method that encompasses all the relevant 

factors that should be taken into account (Kaiser et al., 2014, p.7; Stawicki & Müller, 

2007, p.1). This issue is reflected in the consideration of respondent P5, who noticed in 

a financial organisation he was consulting in the last few years that the prioritisation 

process has been changed quite frequently as a consequences of changes and new 

regulations introduced in that industry. P5, furthermore, extends that observation to the 

overall financial industry. The rationale underlying the new methods is the progressive 

reduction of the human factor, to avoid subjective judgments (Ghapanchi et al., 2012, 

p.791). Respondent P8 explains that in her industry a main rationale is to prioritize 

projects that may create a new market or “swipe away the competition”. Hence, 

although some tactical considerations may suggest to prioritize other projects, the 

decision makers should favour a strategic approach, as suggested by Müller et al. (2008, 

p.38). Respondent P2 claims that in her company the whole selection and prioritisation 

process is ran by the same individual, the CEO, and has a high degree of subjectivity 

since it does not involve and formal method or procedure.  

 

As introduced in the above section, some criticalities may arise within a project 

portfolio as a consequence of the selection and prioritisation phase (Ghasemzadeh & 

Archer 2000, p.73). As Stawicki & Müller (2007, p.1) acknowledge, these problems are 

connected to the incapacity of scholars, associations and institutes of proposing 

effective and efficient techniques to conduct successful portfolio management. The 

empirical study highlights a shared opinion across the various participants that most 

common problems originated by poor prioritisation are related to: (1) undertaking too 

many projects at the same time with regards to the resources at disposal, and (2) 

undertaking too many low value projects with short term benefits, at the expense of 

long-term projects that could have added more value to the company.  

In the following section the problems that were found are evaluated with reference to 

the theory. Authors believe that the most interesting contribution to the perception of 

those two kind of problems come from professionals such as project or portfolio 

managers rather than the executives, since the firsts are the ones that approach daily 

resource allocation problems and similar issues directly connected with (1) and (2).  
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5.1.1 Pressure on resources 

 

Elonen & Artto (2003, p.397) warn that selecting too many projects in a portfolio may 

cause pressure on resources, since the company might not be able to fulfil all projects’ 

needs. The portfolio managers as well as project managers in the current study share the 

opinion that many times they experience the issue of having not enough resources, as 

confirmed by respondents P3, P4, P7 and P8. Although respondents P2 and P6 have a 

perspective that regards only their own projects, they perceive the same time pressure 

from the management, which simply assume that required resources can be transferred 

easily among projects (Krüger & Scholl, 2009, pp.492–493). This attitude from 

management, that expects to relocate easily the resources, seems to be an easy slippery 

slope. P4 acknowledges that the key resources are often overcommitted across various 

projects. Respondent P7 explains that portfolio managers feel the pressure coming from 

two directions, managers as well as project managers. In fact, the seconds are only 

concerned with their own projects, and do not understand neither any kind of priority 

nor that also other projects may require a relevant amount of commitment and 

resources. Pajares et al. (2009, p.1424) claim that this situation contribute to create 

internal competition among the various project teams, and this situation may even 

evolve in huge delays (Martinsuo et al., 2014, p.739). Respondent P8 notes that usually 

this problem makes portfolio managers to face a trade-off between allowing the 

postponement of certain projects - and hence a delay in the schedule - or outsourcing 

these projects, and thus incurring in higher costs. A similar perspective is shared by 

participant P7, which sees the solution in hiring external staff, such as consultants, to 

have the project implemented on time. This remedy is described in the literature as a 

symptom of poor prioritisation (Krüger & Scholl, 2009, pp.492–493). The respondents’ 

answers suggest that the senior management often take the capacity of resources for 

granted, confusing it with the capability in absolute terms, and often regards this issues 

as chronic, trivial and perhaps unavoidable. Instead of analysing appropriately the 

situation, the responsibility for the pressure on resources is often attributed to the 

dynamic nature of the environment, as the reply “The demand for new products and 

services exceeds the resources” from respondent P3 suggests. Although this pressure 

coming from the markets is recognised by several scholars (Pennypacker & Dye, 2002, 

p.1; Porter, 1996, p.61), sometimes it can be used as an excuse to avoid to undertake 

appropriate processes reviews. Furthermore, respondents P8 and P3 answers suggest 

that the accountability on the effective resources allocation lies at project level rather 

than at higher levels. Respondent P2 highlights a critical issue, that decision makers do 

not have a direct contact with resource allocation, and as a consequence they are often 

deaf to project managers complaints. This reinforce the tendency to prioritize too many 

projects, as noted by Cooper et al. (2000, p.19). Participant P1 observes that almost 

every organisation suffer from this problem, since they overestimate what they can do 

and under prioritise what should be done.  

 

When referring to resources, it is usually made a distinction between human resources 

and other kind of resources. Scholars acknowledge that usually are human resources the 

ones upon which the pressure is less bearable (Pajares et al., 2009, p.1424), and this 

point is confirmed by respondent P2, P7 and P8, which observe that the number of 

people within the company cannot be augmented or decreased at a time, nor can be 

increased excessively the amount of hours they work in a day.  
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5.1.2 Low value projects 

 

A second problem that respondents evidence is that organisations undertake too many 

low value projects (P1, P3, P4, P6, P7, P8). Participant P8 notes that the worst 

consequences of this issue is that low value projects subtract resources from long term 

projects that might provide relevant benefits and sustainable growth. This issue is 

among one of the major portfolio problems recognised by scholars in portfolio 

management literature (Elonen & Artto, 2003, p.73; Ghasemzadeh & Archer, 2000, 

p.73). Respondents P1 and P5, which have a broad experience as senior consultants, 

faced similar issues within the organisation they had worked for. They observe that 

senior management has the tendency to undertake projects with short-term benefits. For 

example, decision makers tend to favour small projects that fix problems rather than 

undertaking strategic projects to enhance their product offerings (P1, P5). Respondent 

P8 has a similar opinion, as she notes that short term provide quick income, and allow 

to keep on selling the same product, by developing small enhanced versions, since 

managers want to “milk the product as much as possible”. This cause an unbalanced 

portfolio, with too many resources dedicated to short term projects (Cooper et al., 2001, 

p.376). As suggested by Cooper et al. (2000, p.23), it seems that the methods are not 

comprehensive enough to eliminate low value projects since the beginning. Respondent 

P8 observe also that these small term projects are chosen since the managers feel the 

pressure from shareholders, who are more willing to invest in companies able to 

generate positive cash-flows every year.  

 

5.2 Decision making biases  
 

According to Snowden & Boone (2007, p.70), decision making is affected by 

contextual, external factors, and decision maker’s internal factors. The latters are 

heuristics and biases as introduced in the Decision Theory by Tversky & Kahneman 

(1974). While these routines support people in making decisions, they are among the 

causes of mistakes and poor performance when it comes to make complex and uncertain 

decisions (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, p.1125). To similar conclusions come some of 

the participants of this research (P1, P2, P5, P6, P7), noting that in situations where the 

decision makers have a significant degree of power and independence, with poor 

constrains from an effective governance, their decision can be based on irrational 

behaviours rather than on accurate evaluation of the options. On the other side, where 

the organisation has a substantial maturity and established procedures to control the 

decision makers’ autonomy, this effect is less perceived (P3, P4, P8). With this regard, 

authors observed that the diverse positions within the organisation would surely 

influence the perception of the people when talking about decision making biases. In 

particular, respondents P3, P4, P7, and P8 are directly involved in the decision making 

process, as the “final” decision maker within a portfolio (P3 and P4) or with a 

supporting role (P7, P8). That said, their contributes, if compared with the other 

respondents’ ones, might be different: in fact, while they experience in first person the 

decision making process, it might be supposedly difficult for them to assess their own 

fallacies.  

 

As Maylor et al. (2006, p.663) note, organisations nowadays are adopting a project-

based structure, initiating projects for a variety of purposes, ranging from implementing 

change to developing new products; this means that the traditional function-based 

organisation is being replaced by this different approach. However, many executives 
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and senior managers in almost all the industries (with the relevant exception of the 

“dotcom” companies) are in their 50s or 60s and are more comfortable and acquainted 

with traditional approaches, as both respondent P1 and P5 observe. This translates into a 

preference towards solutions that maintain the status quo, and that perpetuate old habits, 

as observed by participants P1, P6 and P8. As an external consultant, P5 experienced 

this several times: he shared the example of a company, he was assisting, that was 

losing its customers. When the company was proposed two different options to solve 

the problem, one of changing its portfolio of products, and the other of implementing 

minor changes to its support services, decision makers preferred the second. Hammond 

et al. (2006, pp.121–122) refer to this behaviour as the bias towards the status quo, and 

explain that alternatives that contemplate no change or minor changes are perceived as 

the least risky options, more attractive especially for experienced people.  

 

Respondents highlight the issue that in several situations, decision makers base their 

choices on limited information, which is usually the initial rough estimation given by 

the project proposer. Participant P3 and P6 have observed that a subsequent accurate 

evaluation, conducted by a planning department, instead of being accepted as more 

precise and reliable is often overlooked in favour of the initial one. P2 and P7 in their 

experience found it hard to convince the decision maker to change that initial estimation 

to the more accurate one, having then to develop projects with an insufficient budget or 

scarce resources. P1 notes that this is often due to the fact that decision makers have a 

preconceived knowledge of the available budget, and upon that amount they base the 

estimation of the project costs, confusing the resources availability with the resource 

needs. It is well known in literature that the first information received by the decision 

maker has the strongest impact and works as a basis upon which the decision would be 

made. This conforms with anchoring bias that was depicted by Tversky & Kahneman in 

their influential work on biases and heuristics (1974, p.1128). Hammond et al. (2006, 

p.126) argue it is a common behaviour to overestimate events that are most easily 

noticed or remembered, and that human mind will easily remember data such as the first 

bulk estimation submitted to the decision maker’s desk. Such behaviour might have 

serious consequences when paired with the tendency to merely consider the information 

that support preconceived opinions and beliefs, and ignore the ones that suggest 

different conclusions. This bias is referred to as the confirming evidence (Schoemaker, 

1982, p.540). Respondents P5 and P6 observe that in situations when the available 

information is poor, decision makers of their companies often choose options that are 

more the results of their own personal beliefs rather than relying on expert opinions or 

to examine all the possibilities, while in cases when the decision is supported by 

adequate data it is less probable for this to happen. With regards to the example 

provided by respondent P5 and reported above in this section, P5 provides evidence that 

the choice operated by the decision maker was influenced by such bias. In fact, that 

decision relied upon the support of one consultancy firm’s advice, while six other 

consultancies were involved and they all recommended the alternative option. P1 

highlights the issue that ambiguous data often lead to misinterpretations driven by the 

seek for confirming evidence, while P2 and P8 experienced similar problems and admit 

that behaviours like that often causes frustration on staff and project teams, which often 

try in vain to sustain different points of view during meetings with the decision makers.   

 

Scholars warn against the overconfidence that many people, especially in the business 

world, show with regards to their capability to make accurate estimations and plans 

(Buehler et al., 2002, p.250). This overconfidence provides a possible explanation of 
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why many projects are delivered in delay with respect to the planning schedule (Cicmil 

et al., 2006, p.683). A particular form of overconfidence is the over-optimism, which is 

the fallacy of overestimating the likelihood of preferred options while underestimating 

the less favourable ones (Van Den Steen, 2004, p.1141). Some organisations try to limit 

this phenomenon by introducing selection criteria such as the probability of success. 

However, many times managers solely believe that their favourite projects have higher 

possibilities than they actually are, pushing these projects through the various stages of 

the portfolio selection and prioritisation, which is something that participant P8 have 

seen several times. Overconfidence takes also the form of over estimating the 

capabilities of the company, as P5 observes. In his experience many times companies 

undertook projects without having the required capability to deliver them properly, only 

because their leaders believe they are able to do it. Fellner & Krügel (2012, p.143) claim 

that overconfidence may also apply in the cases were an organisation has the 

capabilities to perform a particular task, but do not have the capacity of performing at a 

precise time-window. Respondents P2, P3 and P7 believe that while some of the 

projects, implemented within the organisations, were feasible in an absolute sense, it 

was not possible to implement them due to resources constraints. But when it came to 

making decisions, decision makers were only considering the absolute capability of the 

organisation, without taking into account the current situation. Respondent P1 observes 

that this bias is related with prioritisation issues. Indeed, being overoptimistic with 

regards to organisational capacity may provoke too many projects to be prioritized, 

while many of them would not have been prioritized if the decision maker realised that 

the company was not able to deliver the project properly. As the vast majority of the 

respondents have observed this issue within their organisations, the authors think that it 

is a common perceived problem that affects the decision making process. However, it is 

significant to note that one of the respondents (P4) does not confirm this opinion, 

although, as introduced above, he is the one responsible for this particular decision 

within the company.  

 

Other biases were discussed in the literature review, such as the insensitivity to base 

rates and the conjunction fallacy (Schoemaker, 1982; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). 

However, the authors of this research believe that these biases are difficult to be 

observed or perceived by respondents as they mainly happen when people have to 

perform calculations or similar tasks. That is, they can be observed especially when the 

outcomes of different alternatives can be somehow known (such as in a mathematical or 

statistical problem) rather than in a business context. With regards to the sunk cost bias, 

the escalation of commitment and the hindsight bias (Hammond et al., 2006), the 

participants did not produce significant contributions to this, and hence they are not 

analysed in this section. However, the authors believe that these fallacies should be 

investigated in further researches.  

 

The participants have experience of projects that seem to be chosen more for personal 

interest than for objective reasons. In fact, decision makers may have different interest, 

sometimes even opposite to the ones of their organisation. As respondents P1 and P8 

note, that senior managers or executives are usually rewarded on the basis of their 

business units’ performances. Thus, they consider a short-term perspective rather than 

long term one. These managers feel the pressure of shareholders, which favourably look 

at investing in companies that are able to generate profits every year, as P8 confirms. 

Furthermore, P6 observes that senior managers may experience a significant turnover, 

changing companies or being promoted to higher positions within the same 
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organisation, and therefore it is quite common that they are more concerned with taking 

short term decisions, upon which they are likely to be rewarded and promoted. 

Therefore, personal interest and motivations are factors that affect decision maker’s 

behaviour when it is the time to make a choice. Tversky & Kahneman came to similar 

conclusions (1974, p.1126), arguing that biases are not only due to cognitive biases, but 

can be explained with motivational causes. Hammond et al. (2006, p.122) recognise that 

the judgement of peers, superiors or shareholders influences decision makers, since 

DMs want to avoid making poor impressions or public mistakes. This notion appears as 

a trigger to choose short term, “easy” projects that are less risky than projects that would 

create long term benefits for the company.  

 

5.3 Other relevant factors 
 

As a natural consequence of exploration, extra factors emerged throughout the empirical 

findings. The authors address these factors and put them in the hands of the reader. 

Moreover, these factors are analysed even though they were out of the scope of the 

thesis. In fact, although they do not represent cognitive or motivational fallacies, they 

are connected to them as a trigger or an amplifier, and contribute to the portfolio 

problems analysed in the above section. For these reasons, the authors believe that 

examining these aspects would provide a beneficial contribution to the theory in the 

field.  

 

The presence of a clear governance and organisational established procedures helps to 

reduce the subjectivity influence on the decision maker (Artto et al., 2008; Martinsuo et 

al., 2014; Müller et al., 2008). In the exploratory study, respondents observe that “pet 

projects” can be favoured by managers in situations when a formal procedure is not 

present, while it is much more difficult when the decision making process is regulated 

(P1, P3). However, respondent P3 notes that although manager may find it difficult to 

push a favoured project, they can still exert some influence to delay or reject some 

competing projects. Although governance and formal processes are not directly related 

to heuristics and biases, they still play an important role as they are among the factors 

that regulate the degree of subjectivity of a decision: the higher the formality of the 

process is, the less the decision makers can exert their own subjectivity, and hence the 

less the final decision would depend on their heuristics and biases.  

 

Respondents P3, P4 and P1 agree that an organisation should constantly update the flux 

of information, in order to inform various departments of resources needs, issues, scope 

changes (Shenhar, 2004, p.572). This is key to develop accurate plans and schedules 

(P4), and to avoid project failures or delays. As Cooper et al. (2001, p.5) suggest, 

communication is also important to reduce the ambiguity and hence to limit the 

possibility that managers’ choices would be based on gut instinct (P8). In fact, 

respondent observed in their experience that portfolio decisions are sometimes taken on 

the basis of poor information, or lack of expertise of the decision maker. Although this 

can’t be referred to as a bias, it is linked to the concept of heuristics: the confirming 

evidence bias usually happens when information is not comprehensive enough to favour 

objective decisions (Schoemaker, 1982, p.540). Also the effects of the anchoring bias 

can be enlarged when the information is poor, since the first data available are the ones 

upon which the decision would be based on.  
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Another relevant issue to the portfolio selection and prioritisation is the definition of the 

responsibilities and accountabilities. The process that leads from the project conception 

to the implementation involves several stakeholders, therefore the responsibility of the 

project cannot fall entirely on the project manager’s shoulder (Shao et al., 2012, p.46). 

In fact, during many phases of the project life cycle the project manager is not even 

present, since he/she is usually not involved during the approval, selection and 

prioritisation phases. Respondent P1 believes that it is important to make some key 

stakeholders accountable for the project. For example, the project proposers are usually 

the ones that more than others want to see the project done; in many cases this translates 

into providing partial or false information only to justify the need of the project (P1). 

Furthermore, P1 and P5 note that having many stakeholders involved also means that it 

is hard to define clear accountabilities and responsibilities. This triggers overconfidence 

as well since no-one perceives that the final responsibility is theirs, and this leads the 

overall decision making process to be more ineffective (Davenport, 2009, p.120). 

Stakeholders are likely to exert their influence to promote their favoured projects, and 

may put pressure on the decision makers during the selection phase. Of course, to exert 

that influence they must have enough power and authority (Elonen & Artto, 2003, 

p.397), as most of the respondents (P1, P3, P4, P7, P8) suggest during the interviews. It 

is also significant to note, as stated above, that some of the biases are triggered by the 

desire of showing off with peers or superiors (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, p.1126), and 

hence the more pressure these superiors exert on the decision makers, the more likely 

the latters would fall into these biases. Also external stakeholders might influence the 

decision making process. Respondents P3 and P5 note that major clients may exert their 

pressure to obtain that a project be prioritized, even if this is not in the interest of the 

company, while other respondents refer more generally to the market pressure and the 

need to face competition (Porter, 1996, p.61). 

 

The exploratory study shows the possible presence of another issue that regards the 

metrics used for selection and prioritisation. The main financial criteria used by the 

organisations of the respondents (P1, P3, P4, P8) are the discounted cash flows, net 

present value and return on investment, which are based on the time-value of the money 

principle (Dixit & Pindyck, 1994, p.2; Luehrman, 1998b, p.52; Mohamed & McCowan, 

2001, p.231). Respondent P1 perceives those metrics better than the selection based 

only on the cost estimation, while respondent P7 acknowledges the importance of 

financial metrics as they allow to compare very different projects. However, these 

diffused methods do not help to capture the uncertainty intrinsic in an investment, and 

show the tendency to assume a project as a static plan, not touched by the continuous 

changes that occur on the way (Luehrman, 1998a, p.89). More recent methods, based on 

the option model developed in the financial investment world, try to include this volatile 

aspect of a project, allowing to evaluate also emerging benefits and opportunities 

(Mohamed & McCowan, 2001, p.232). However, no-one of the respondents seem to be 

familiar with these methods, that fact suggest that they are not of common use yet 

within business world, although the nature of this study does not allow to get to such 

conclusion.  

 

Finally, the authors explore the opinions of the respondents with regards to how lessons 

learned are managed within the organisation and their influence on the portfolio 

selection process. The respondents agree that lessons learned factor is a key for 

organisations to sustain their business; this applies as well to the portfolio management 

system, which should be continually refined thanks to the analysis of previous 
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experience, as respondent P1, P3 and P8 observe. P1 emphasises the importance of the 

learned lessons, stating that “good companies learn, bad companies blame”. Some 

respondents state that the review process should be undertaken while the project is still 

being implemented, since this allows to recognise possible fallacies and to intervene 

promptly (P3, P4, P8). This opinion is confirmed by the study of Martinsuo et al. (2014, 

p.734), which states that the reviewing process also enables to increase other projects’ 

success. On the other side, some scholars argue that lesson learned is a concept that can 

be applied only with regards to the technical knowledge and the technical and tactical 

decision, which are commonly made by specialist personnel at lower levels of 

organisations, while it does not includes the strategic decisions taken by top 

management (Krabuanrat & Phelps, 1998, p.85). However, respondent P3 and P8 

observe that post project review and the knowledge transfer within the organisation are 

efficient methods to minimise risks (Parkin, 1996, p.258), and to learn how to cope with 

them (Martinsuo et al., 2014, p.736). P1 and P6 note that if companies do not learn from 

their failures, and do not understand the reasons why they had failed, they would be 

more likely to fail again, and in the same way as the time before. These lessons must be 

transferred to the entire organisation, since individual learning is a fragile achievement 

for the firm (Krabuanrat & Phelps, 1998, p.85), as it is subjected to staff turnover, as 

participant P8 observes. Participants P6 and P7 believe that one of the main reasons 

why their organisations have suffered in the recent past is due to the failure to learn 

from past lessons, which is also related to the unjustified overconfidence that decision 

makers show with regards to their evaluating capabilities.  
 

5.4 Testable hypothesis: 
  

As can be realized from the analysis there is an undeniable relationship between the 

biases and the portfolio management problems that are explored within this study. Thus 

the authors suggest the following hypotheses as a result of this study. These hypotheses 

need to be validated by further studies and work. 

 

H1: Status quo bias of the decision-maker is an important factor to lead to prioritize 

short-term projects with lower value in portfolio management set.  

 

H2: Anchoring bias of the decision-maker is an important factor to lead to prioritize 

short-term projects with lower value in portfolio management set.  

 

H3: Confirming evidence is a potential factor to lead to prioritize short-term projects 

with lower value in portfolio management set.  

 

H4: Overconfidence is a potential factor leading to choosing too many projects in 

portfolio management set.  
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6 Conclusions  
  

6.1 Conclusion 
 

This study provides a contribution to the theory by exploring possible connections 

between decision making biases and project portfolio management problems. This 

corresponds to the overall purpose of this research, which is to gain understanding on 

portfolio project problems as well as the rationale behind them. In particular, the 

selection and prioritisation at portfolio level in different organisations is scrutinized in 

terms of process, people involved, and problems. Hence, the preliminary exploration 

conducted by the authors provides a base to explore project portfolio problems from an 

enriched perspective. Another important aspect of this work is that it sheds light on the 

subjective human side involved in the decision making as it is seen in the eyes of the 

reporting staff in project portfolio context such as portfolio and project managers, 

without overlooking senior management perceptions.  

 

Although quantitative studies are usually the ones used for portfolio management 

literature, this research based on qualitative data collection - throughout interviews with 

professionals - proves to be an excellent ground for answering the research questions. In 

fact, as the well-known quote says, “not everything that can be counted counts, and not 

everything that counts can be counted”. The literature review conducted by the authors 

gives the necessary background before “going out for the exploration” to better 

understand the nature of problems and biases even without knowing what they will face 

during interviews in the next stage. 

 

An additional contribution of this study is that it shows the methodological benefits of 

the exploratory mode, which allows to have contribution from a wide range of 

respondents and permits as well the flexibility needed for such kind of investigations. 

The diverse set of respondents, with regards to the levels of hierarchy, is helpful for the 

authors to gain a broad perspective and analyse the potential problems as well as the 

biases, and the possible connection between them. The interviews conducted by the 

authors involve various levels of professionals within the project portfolio management 

system, ranging from project managers to portfolio managers, consultants, and a senior 

vice president. Having input from such a diverse group of professionals is clearly 

helpful for the authors to understand the human aspect in the decision making. This is 

critical to identify the different variables and the relationships between them. Moreover, 

gaining knowledge from people with different power and authority helps to understand 

the different perceptions and angles especially when it comes to problems. Additionally, 

the authors collected different pieces of information due to the different scope of 

visibility of the respected respondents in their organisations. 

 

The people interviewed represent different companies and industries in terms of: size of 

company, sizes of projects, and industry characteristics. Hence, this diversity provides a 

wider angle, which gives a fruitful content helping the exploratory mode. Extra factors 

mentioned by the respondents are also important input to understand more the decision 

making and its rationale within the organisations. Although these insights are beyond of 

the scope of the study, the authors briefly addressed them in the analysis section. In fact, 

authors believe that they contribute to distort the portfolio selection process from 

choosing the best projects in terms of value created for the company. Since 
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organisations sustainable growth nowadays rely strongly on their projects’ success, 

these extra factors identified appear to be critical for organisations performances.  

 

The nature of the study makes it difficult to reach all the variables that influence the 

topic investigated, as the authors acknowledge. However, the analysis of the interviews 

allows obtaining clear evidence, with regards to the relationship between some of the 

project portfolio problems and human mind biases. This is confirmed since many of the 

respondents believe that sometimes the decision makers tend to undertake short-term 

projects at the expense of long-term ones. This choice, which in most of the situations is 

not in the interest of the organisation, has its roots also in the personality of the 

responsible decision makers as well as the rewarding system within the organization. 

Indeed, when facing complex decisions, decision makers tend to undertake minor 

changes, or to utilise their previous experience as a basis for future decisions, or even to 

seek only for the data that back up their decisions and reject the other data. These 

tendencies, mentioned by the interviewees, correspond to the comfort zone, anchoring, 

and conforming evidence biases depicted in literature. Another important issue emerged 

during the interviews is that companies select too many projects in the portfolio. As a 

result, resources, especially the human ones, are spread thin across the projects. This 

perception of the interviewees suggests a problem of overconfidence of the decision 

maker in his/her capability of evaluating the need of resources within the overall 

portfolio of projects. This is an aspect of the over optimism bias described in the 

literature. 

 

In the following sections, theoretical and practical implications are provided to show the 

possible impact of the study. Finally, limitations of the research are explained as well as 

suggestions are provided for future studies. 

 

6.2 Theoretical implications 
 

This study aims to increase the understanding of the project portfolio problems and their 

eventual connection with human behaviours within different contexts. The theoretical 

input that this study provides for further developments is demonstrated by the four 

hypotheses generated, and to be tested in future studies. Moreover, throughout the 

exploration of the real-life practices within project-based companies - and more 

specifically portfolio management context - this study provides contribution to the 

literature of project portfolio management as well as business decision making. During 

the study the authors acknowledge that, although project portfolio problems have been 

researched by scholars, the rationale behind the problems is an under investigated area.   

 

The empirical findings of this study are in line with some aspects of the theory with 

regards to the common problems that arise in the project portfolio management context. 

A similar conclusion can be drawn regarding decision making biases, since the ones 

emerged from the empirical research confirm the ones described in the literature. 

However, the research make a further contribution since it suggests a connection of the 

human factor with portfolio problems. Hence, the results obtained by the authors may 

provide an interesting point of view for looking at project portfolio problems. 
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6.3 Practical implications 
 

This research aims to address how biases affect a project portfolio in project-based 

companies. Hence, this work might be of help for organisations from a managerial 

perspective aiming to reduce the impact of the problem, as well as from lower levels’ 

point of views. For example, the over-confidence of the decision maker usually results 

in a pressure affecting the key human resources in the organisation. Hence, 

acknowledging the reasons of this problem might be helpful in minimising it, which has 

direct impact on these people. Although they are hard to gauge, the decision making 

biases effects could prove detrimental not only for the portfolio performance, but even 

for the organisation, in terms of business performance, as well as resource suffering. 

Hence, the implications may transcend from the project portfolio to the business level 

within the organisation. 

 

It is believed that the results of this study provide a useful insight for decision makers as 

well as professionals and academics within project portfolio area. With that in mind, the 

authors do not forget the limitations of the study, due to the type of study and research 

strategy. In particular, as mentioned in other chapters, statistical generalization is not 

applicable in this research. Therefore, the findings of this study cannot be considered 

adequate for all project-based companies. 

 

Tackling project portfolio problems have become interesting for many companies, since 

they have to deal with the competition pressure and dynamic changes to the 

environment. Therefore, understanding the reasons that lead to the problems becomes 

helpful for organisations to find ways to mitigate the risk associated. This study 

provides an interesting angle of looking at project portfolios problems by addressing the 

human factor involved in the decision making. Authors believe that this is an interesting 

topic for senior management and executives who might fall in bias traps while leading 

their organisations. Thus, senior managers and executives are invited to frequently 

revisit their assumptions and ask the help of their colleagues in order to watch any 

possible patterns with regards to this issue. This would help to proactively address 

human issues related to the portfolio and selection decisions.  

 

6.4 Limitations and Future research 
 

The authors acknowledge that this study has a number of limitations related to the 

explorative and qualitative nature of the research and also restrictions with regards to 

data. This study utilizes insights coming from a small number of interviews, which 

makes it hard to make decisive conclusions. Furthermore, although exploratory mode is 

flexible, it is unstructured, which would eventually lead to preliminary results that need 

further studies to be validated. With the limited amount of data included in the study, 

statistical generalization is not possible; authors do not claim that the results are 

transferable to all project-based companies with portfolio management exercise. 

Additionally, transferring the findings to other contexts or other kind of companies 

should be in any case done with caution and associated with future studies. Moreover, 

qualitative studies are criticized for subjectivity of both authors and respondents. 

However, managing portfolios of projects involves a significant amount of subjective 

interpretation and judgment through experience.  
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It is important to note that the authors do not think that the decision making biases are 

the only reasons behind the problems mentioned. Other important factors are reported, 

including politics, different motivations, pressures from environment, etc. Furthermore, 

the authors acknowledge that the list of factors obtained from the study is not 

exhaustive. However, the data and the analysis throughout this exploratory study give 

an evidence of a link between the mentioned issues and biases. The existence of this 

link should be validated as well as the strength of the relationship between the problems 

and the biases in the project portfolio context. Furthermore, it would have been useful to 

investigate the impact these biases have on project outcomes (and hence on portfolio 

ones), although this was not possible within the scope of the study.  

 

With regards to future studies, the nature of this research is exploratory and initial, 

which means that it leads to tentative findings. Hence, it provides the base for future 

studies to validate or negate its findings through testing, proving, disproving, enhancing, 

and/or adding to the suggested hypotheses. and to draw further conclusions on the 

decision making biases relevant to portfolio management problems. Consequently, 

further studies are encouraged to further understand the relationship between the 

decision making biases and the portfolio management problems. These studies may 

include other kinds of biases and other kind of problems and the connection between 

them.  

 

This study also includes relevant aspects such the surrounding environment, processes 

and people within the organisation, to better understand the nature of the problems as 

well as people perceptions with regards to the deviations and subjectivity in decision 

making. However, future studies are encouraged to consider the other factors that were 

found out by the author as well as to explore the relevance of different contexts with the 

results. Moreover, the authors think that other relevant factors may show significance. 

Consequently, in case the relationship between the decision making biases and portfolio 

management problems is validated, an evaluation of the direct impact on the project and 

the portfolio performance would eventually be an interesting study to examine the effect 

of such biases. 
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APPENDIXES 

 

Appendix 1: Introduction letter to respondents 

 

(The authors contacted participants that had previously responded to a question posted 

by the authors on Project Management LinkedIn Groups. The following is the letter to 

contact these respondents) 

 

Thank you so much Mr. [   ] for your valuable reply to my question. Your answer was 

very interesting and we would like to have more insights from your rich experience. We 

are currently two students in European Master of Strategic Project Management in 

Sweden, and we are conducting a study. We are investigating issues related to selection 

of projects and the rationale underlying this process. It would be great for us to have 

some further input from you and we are wondering whether you are willing to share 

your experience and thoughts with this regard? Are you available for a short Skype 

interview for answering some questions? We will be happy to share our findings and 

results of our study with you in case you are interested! 

 

Many thanks for your attention 

 

Rami, Dario 
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Appendix 2: Interview guide 

 

Background Questions 

 

1. What is your current position in your organisation? 

2. What is the name of your company and industry? 

3. What are the type and size of projects your organisation undertake?  

4. Who makes the decision about which project to undertake and prioritize? Is this 

decision made by a Portfolio Manager, a PMO, or else?  

5. Could you please describe how the project selection and prioritisation process takes 

place, starting from project proposal generation? 

6. Does your organisation use any technique/tool/software to support the decision-

making?  

7. To whom the responsibility of formulating project proposals is assigned to? 

 

Explorative questions 

 

1.What are the problems you are facing in the portfolio management context, selection, 

prioritisation? 

2.What are the problems you are facing in the portfolio management context,? 

3.Why do you think these problems are happening in the organisation? 

4.What is the role of the senior management in these problems? 

5.Any personal, psychological reasons behind the decisions? 

 

Short term projects 

 

1. While selecting projects, does the decision maker tend to choose new 

products/services or modify the existing ones?  

2. To whom the responsibility of formulating project proposals is assigned to? 

3. Do you think that the selection of certain projects was motivated by personal interest 

(eg. Rewards) or by adding value for the company? 

4. Had the portfolio manager chose short-term payoff projects, do you think that he/she 

did this to look good in the eyes of superiors? 

5. Do you think that other reasons may exist to explain the selection of short-term    

projects? 

6. Usually in your company, Who is accountable for a successful project (like: receive 

the rewards/blame)? Please choose a or b  

a. The one who selects the project  

b. The one who leads the implementation of the project 

 

Pressure on resources 

 

Based on your experience, could you please answer the following questions: 

1.Which are the main criteria for project selection and prioritisation in the portfolio? 
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a. Is the resource capacity considered among the selection and prioritisation criteria?  

2. To whom the responsibility of the resource allocation is assigned?  

3. Could you provide an example of a situation when resources were spread thin across 

projects? 

4. In case of pressure on resources, do you think that this happened because the 

portfolio manager was selecting too many projects to run in the same time or for other 

reasons? 

In case of lack of resources, who would be held responsible if one of the projects failed? 

Please choose (a) or (b) 

a. The one who selects projects?  

b. The one who leads the implementation of the project?  

5. Do you think that having too many projects running at the same time was a 

consequence of overly optimistic predictions? 

6. Do you think that having too many projects running at the same time was due to 

ignoring past experiences? 

7. Other than over optimistic predictions and ignoring past experiences, do you think 

that there is another reason to explain running too many projects in the same time? 

8. Do you think that a group would take less biased decision when selecting a project 

rather than an individual? Why?  

 

Learning from past experiences 

 

1. Did the organisation learn from past experiences when it comes to project selection 

and prioritisation? 

2. Was the software utilized well for learning from past experiences? 

3. Did the organisation learn from competitors when it comes to project selection and 

prioritisation? 

 

General questions  

 

1. Do you think that some projects were selected even if they do not provide enough 

added value? Can you provide examples? 

2. From your experience, could you please mention other critical problems facing the 

selection in a portfolio of projects? 

3. Do you have other ideas/suggestions you would like to add about the questions in 

general or about the topic (selecting and prioritizing projects)? 
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