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The experience over the years of abandoned and failed projects with colossal loss of invested 

funds should constrain the adoption of a project delivery process that yields healthy and 

rewarding returns on investment for nations and companies.  It is generally accepted that 

failure of projects could be as high as 70 percent globally [1]. Failure in this case could mean 

inability to complete a project or completing a project with over-run budget or beyond agreed 

completion date or not completing the work agreed in the scope and failing to meet the 

agreed quality specifications. However, the problem in focus in this paper is more than such 

failures and includes the high incidence of failure of supposedly successful projects which 

have been formally commissioned and put into operation. A few years after the 

commissioning, the deliverable starts failing until it completely ceases to be in operation. It is 

then abandoned and it adds to the number of abandoned and failed projects in the industrial 

landscape of various developing nations. 

 

These projects are by no means limited to those initiated internally within developing nations 

by their governments or organisations. No, they include those funded by the World Bank, 

other UN agencies, USAID, European Union, other foreign governments and development 

agencies, and implemented in developing countries.  It is unhelpful that this phenomenon is 

an ongoing occurrence.  

 

The objective in this paper is to explore how the application of project portfolio management 

(PPM) could be used as a “silver bullet” to eliminate failure and abandonment of projects in 

developing nations. The write-up consists of the following sections:  

 

1. Definition and explanations of the problem 

2. Impact of the failure 

3. What is PPM? 

4. How could PPM be used as a silver bullet to eliminate project failures? 

5. Concluding remarks 

 

Starting with more in-depth description on the first section as follows: 

 

1. Definition and explanations of the problem 

 

This section will highlight failure and abandonment of projects in the following two sub-

sections: 

 

 The failure to complete approved and awarded projects; 

 The failure to sustain the deliverables of completed projects. 

 

1.1 The failure to complete approved and awarded projects 
 

In most cases, the reason for failure to complete approved and awarded projects is due to 
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corruption. It is the fact that the contractors have collected full payment for the project 

without completing the tasks involved in the project. They ensure that the supervising officers 

are paid properly to connive at their crime and collude with them. An example was the case 

of a group of contractors indicted by a government contract review panel and were ordered to 

refund the state the sum N367 million (about $2.9 million)[5]. This is so widespread that it 

cuts across various industries and many developing nations. 

 

1.2 The failure to sustain the deliverables of completed projects in developing nations 
 

Following apparently successful completion of projects, their deliverables start failing after a 

few years in operation. They cannot be sustained but fail and are abandoned after just a few 

years.  There could be two reasons for this failure; they are the failure to appoint a 

management supervisor and provide support facilities; and the poor infrastructure, facilities 

and operations management to support the continual supply of the deliverable. 

 

This first reason occurs because often when a project is completed, the focus on it is removed 

as the deliverables are commissioned. As a result, there may be the failure to appoint 

someone to be responsible to manage the realisation of the benefits and to ensure that 

facilities and structure are available through which to manage this key phase. For example, 

consider that a power generating plant has just been commissioned in February 2016.  

 

The plant is supposed to generate electricity for the next 10 years. For this to happen after the 

project has been completed, facilities should be put in place to manage the realisation of the 

benefits. However, as explained above, projects are often considered finished when their 

deliverables are formally presented but the benefits of a project are typically realised over 

time. It is therefore the case that the management support, facilities and infrastructure may 

not be available to keep delivering the benefits. As noted earlier, this is mostly a phenomenon 

of developing nations. 

 

1.3 Poor infrastructure in developing nations 

 

Since there may be no adequate local infrastructure for the implementation of projects in 

developing nations, most equipment and systems are imported. Often the long-term 

sustainability of such equipment in operations may not be considered during project planning. 

As a result, after a few years from completion of the project and their benefits are being 

delivered, if and when parts of the equipment fail, replacements may not be available because 

they have not been planned for.  The fund to import them has not been made available. Then, 

the benefits can no longer be delivered as the equipment which has been procured in a multi-

million dollar project fails completely and the site is abandoned.   

 

For example, consider a case of a power generating plant which has been commissioned to 

add 1200 MW to the national grid through its 6 x200 MW power plants unit. As each unit 

fails, and it is not replaced, 200 MW is removed from the grid. When all six units fail, 1200 

MW has been removed from the grid. In effect, the nation returns to its status quo ante. It is a 

developing nation phenomenon because developed nations have well developed 

infrastructure such that additional projects are more of enhancement on the already existing 

and well-established fundamental and basic capacity that meets their requirements while in 

the developing nations, the ongoing efforts are aimed at building the fundamental capacity in 
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the first instance. It may be relevant to drive this home with the example of the power 

generation requirement of a nation.  In a developed country, the power supply system is so 

well developed that the national grid is described as being of infinite busbar capacity.  

 

This means that there are so many generators feeding into the grid such that the disconnection 

of a few generators will not have any impact on it as its voltage and frequency remain 

constant. This is not true for a developing nation because at the best of times, with all the 

installed generators on, the generated quantity of electricity is still lower than the basic 

required capacity. As a result, if there is an attempt to put on the entire national load on the 

grid, the voltage and frequency will drop so seriously low that they cannot be used to power 

any standard appliance, not even for lighting. To be operational, the nation embarks on load 

shedding to provide usable power with correct voltage and frequency to different parts of the 

country at different staggered times.  

 

2. Impact of the failures and abandonment of projects 

 

Consider a real–life report of an African country, in which a government commissioned audit 

revealed that 11,886 federal government projects failed in 40 years up to 2011, with the 

attendant loss of billions of dollar [2]. In the same country, abandoned public projects led to 

the loss of the equivalent of $8 trillion, that is eight thousand billion dollars between 1966 

and 1975 [3]. In October 2016, a former Director-General of the Bureau of Public 

Procurement of an African country stated that there were 19,000 Federal Government 

projects in various stages of abandonment [4]. These examples constitute just a tip of the ice 

beg when compared with the actual losses on abandoned and failed projects. This is the 

experience in almost all commissioned projects in most developing nations with deficient 

infrastructure. Two of its impacts are as follows: 

 

 Firstly, as long as this failure with consequent abandonment of the project deliverable 

continues, it represents huge waste of investment funds. Globally, it represents a loss 

of billions and trillions of US dollars as stated earlier in the foregoing paragraph.   

 

 Secondly, what is more, the economic development of the nation remains halted, 

stunted and retarded. Why is it the case? It is clearly because the development that 

should have accrued to the nation by utilising the benefits derivable from the failed 

projects can no longer be acquired. The nation is therefore relegated to its status 

before the failed project was implemented and became operational.  

 

3. What is PPM?  

 

To appreciate the importance and benefits of PPM, compare this failure trend in developing 

nations with the experience of a US company in which the successful implementation of a 

portfolio management process in 2008 and 2009 led to about $1.9 million in additional 

operating income in the following fiscal year. Moreover, the process was directly responsible 

for at least 30 percent of the margin increase established for their products [6]. 

 

Normally, Governments and companies should invest in projects and programmes to achieve 

progress and success. With the realisation that projects are basis for future growth and 

profitability of the organisation, decision makers look for the choice of projects that will 
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provide the best utilization of resources to maximize long-range growth and return on 

investment. While it is not practicable to see into the future, in order to be able to put in place 

measures to guarantee success, it is common knowledge that the business environment will 

always contain adverse economic challenges. These consist of continually evolving 

technologies and increasingly complex changes in societies. This is why it is important to 

adopt business management processes that should deliver the right results. In effect, it is 

essential to invest in the right projects and deliver them the right way at the right time, using 

the right people every time in order to obtain the right results [7]. Project portfolio 

management (PPM) is a management process critical for achieving such a business success.  

 

A project portfolio management approach to business change is required to ensure that 

companies prioritize and invest in the changes that contribute to the achievement of their 

corporate strategy. It emphasises a strategic focus on goals such as revenue growth, cost 

reduction, regulatory mandate and business continuity rather than just typical operational 

objectives such as project cost, timescales and deliverables. 

 

Portfolio management is the coordinated management of one or more portfolios to achieve 

organizational strategies and objectives. It includes interrelated organizational processes by 

which an organization evaluates, selects, prioritizes, and allocates its limited resources to best 

accomplish organizational strategies consistent with its mission, vision, and values. Effective 

project portfolio management (PPM) provides a consistent way to evaluate, select, prioritize, 

budget, and plan for the right projects—those that offer the greatest value to the company's 

strategic interests.  

 

A publication of Project Management Institute states that “While project management and 

program management have traditionally focused on ‘doing work right,’ Project portfolio 

management is concerned with ‘doing the right work.’” [8] In line with this reasoning, Glen 

Watson, Director General, UK Office for National Statistics (ONS) on MoP (Management of 

Portfolio) suggests that project portfolio management could be critical to achieving business 

success because it enables investment in “the right projects and delivers them the right way 

at the right time, using the right people to obtain the right results” [7]. 

 

PPM processes are aligned with business strategy such that companies stay on track to 

achieve their strategies and goals. This is where PPM governance comes to the fore. It is the 

group of processes that should ensure the effective and efficient use of projects, resources, 

etc., to achieve its goals. A good governance structure is central to making PPM work. 

“Portfolio management without governance is an empty concept” stated by H. Rubin, Meta 

Group, and quoted by T. Datz, "Portfolio Management: How to Do It Right", CIO. 

 

4 How could PPM be used as a silver bullet to eliminate project failures and 

further work? 

 

The natural question to answer in this paper is how PPM as described above could be used as 

a “silver bullet” to eliminate failure of projects in developing countries.  It is relevant to start 

by defining the use of “silver bullet” in this paper as a process which cuts through 

complexities and provides a solution to a problem. The solution is not miraculous as was 

attributed to silver bullets in folklore, nor is it immediate because it has to be developed and 

implemented properly to provide results. A portfolio brings together all benefits delivered by 
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programmes and projects. It has a critical function to ensure that all benefits are aligned to the 

portfolio's strategic objectives. The role of a portfolio of projects is to ensure that the 

expected benefits are planned, realistic, and in fact delivered by programmes and projects to 

facilitate the achievement of corporate strategy. This leads to a consideration of benefits 

management. 

 

Why is benefits management necessary? 

 

Projects are undertaken to deliver benefits but often they fail to achieve them. Research 

findings [1] show that over 70% of projects fail to deliver their expected benefits. Even when 

they are partly delivered, they are not fully realised. Reasons for this include the following: 

 

 Project objectives could be focused on cost reduction such that the benefits are not 

expressed as can be easily understood and implemented. 

 

 There could be much emphasis on deliverables or outcomes which on their own do 

not deliver specific benefits. 

 

 Deliverables may lead to the realisation of the benefits over time; that is long after the 

project has been completed. For example, a power generating plant has just been 

commissioned in February 2016. However, the plant is supposed to generate 

electricity for the next 10 years. For this to happen, after the project has been 

completed, facilities should be put in place to manage the realisation of the benefits. 

However, as explained above, projects are often considered finished when their 

deliverables are formally presented but the benefits of a project are typically realised 

over time. As a result, there may be the failure to appoint someone to be responsible 

to manage the realisation of the benefits. Often, during this realisation phase, there 

may be no facilities and structure through which to manage this key phase. Therefore, 

for benefits realisation to be effective, it is crucial to identify clear benefits (early in 

the life-cycle), and to assign ownership to those responsible for planning and 

managing their achievement even after the project has been implemented. 

 

In effect, PPM could be used to eliminate failure and abandonment of projects because it 

ensures that the central goals of the benefits management process should be to bring 

structure, accountability, clarity and discipline to the definition and delivery of the benefits in 

projects. It therefore constitutes a key aspect of portfolio management and starts at the 

earliest stages of the project cycle, well before the approval of the project charter. Effective 

benefit realisation planning enables organisations to maximise the potential benefits from the 

investment on the project. It should also identify and manage the changes that will be 

required, including managing any resistance that may be encountered.  

 

PPM could use Earned Value Management (EVM).  

 

Earned Value Management (EVM) is a practical way to monitor whether a project is on track, 

ahead of plan, or behind plan. In the US federal market, earned value is an important metric 

for a project manager to report on. According to A Guide to the Project Management Body of 

Knowledge, Third Edition, EVM is "a management methodology for integrating scope, 

schedule and resources, and for objectively measuring project performance and progress. 
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Performance is measured by determining the budgeted cost of work performed (i.e., earned 

value) and comparing it to the actual cost of work performed (i.e., actual cost). Progress is 

measured by comparing the earned value to the planned value" [9]. 

 

It is a powerful methodology that gives the executive, program manager, project manager, 

and other stakeholders the ability to visualize the status of a project at various points during 

the project life cycle and consequently manage projects, programs, and portfolios more 

effectively. It helps provide objective project assessments, and clearly quantifies the 

opportunities to maintain control over cost, schedule, and specifications of various types of 

projects. It gives managers greater confidence in making evidence-based decisions about 

project scope, schedule, cost, resources, and risks; hence, it allows more effective control and 

project oversight [10]. 

 

It produces early warning of poor performance, or delays in implementation. It provides the 

facility to enable corporate project management to carry out continuous tracking and 

monitoring of performance in order to marry it with budget at all times. It is unlike the flawed 

traditional project management system that allows contractors in many developing countries 

to claim money for projects delivery without fulfilling their contractual obligations because 

of the absence of effective and objective monitoring facilities. An example, already stated in 

this paper, is that of a group of contractors who were required to refund about $2.9 million to 

the coffers of a state government [5]. Such scenarios will continue until effective systems are 

installed which can monitor and provide clear visibility and warning of the yawning gaps 

between contractor's actual performance and payment demanded. Another name of this false 

claim is corruption. 

 

5 Conclusion 

 

Formulation and implementation of project portfolio management (PPM) for managing 

benefits to realise corporate strategy is an ongoing process.  It is a dynamic process that 

adapts to changes in the micro- and macro-economic environmental. As a result, it is enabled 

to be used to deliver successful projects and programmes because it installs mechanisms and 

facilities for adapting projects and programmes to changing environmental conditions such 

that the portfolios are able to deliver the planned and desired corporate strategic outcomes. In 

addition, it is not time constrained such that even after formal implementation of a project to 

produce the deliverable, PPM is able to monitor the operation to ensure that the benefits are 

being delivered. Otherwise, changes are made to achieve the desired benefits from the 

deliverables. For example, PPM ensures that the scenario in which an electricity generator 

stops generating and breaks down just three years of an expected operating life time of 10 or 

more years could be effectively managed. The generator is repaired or replaced because the 

power generator remains under observation and will not be abandoned after commissioning 

as has been the case. This ensures that the planned benefit is acquired and reaped. 

 

With such a project and programme delivery process, the regular practice of abandonment of 

failed projects with colossal losses of invested fund will be stemmed and eliminated with 

time as oragnisations learn and choose to use processes like project portfolio management. 

Inevitably, this will herald a forward march to sustainable economic development and 

industrialisation of developing nations since costly invested programmes and projects will 

start yielding the sustainable benefits for which they are planned and executed. 
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