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Abstract

:

The purpose of this paper is to examine the ability of a firm to innovate and absorb its innovative developments by borrowing concepts and models from project portfolio management (PPM). Using past research and the existing literature, it evaluates the potential to apply PPM to the medium-term strategic planning efforts of small- and medium-sized firms. The implementation of strategic innovation requires organizations to develop both a dynamic culture and flexible internal systems that yield to major external changes in their industry as well as internal resource changes. Such changes could include supply or value chain adjustments, changes in consumer behavior, re-allocation of internal resources or the responses of competitors. This paper examines the planning and implementation of project portfolio management tools in small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (50–250 employees) with a mid-range (2–4 years) planning horizon that are required to innovate in a strategic context to remain competitive or to take advantage of new opportunities. It relates strategic foresight to the ability of the firm to adjust tactically, including in the utilization and development of internal tools, processes, systems and culture. This paper contributes to the literature by examining the potential for PPM methodologies and models to support decision making in a strategic context in SMEs, an area that is under-represented in the research on strategy. It also relates this foresight with strategic innovation and draws parallels between the strategic management planning process and the use of project portfolio management models. It argues that strategic innovation is closely tied with the ability not just to innovate but to absorb this innovation within the organizational processes and build organizational maturity. It also examines the potential use of project portfolio management models to aid strategic innovation. The use of PPM models in support of strategic innovation may contribute to the sustainability of SMEs as businesses and to the potential to identify new business models that enhance the sustainability of a firm’s competitive advantage, particularly in the medium-term.
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1. Introduction


A critical component of success in business is strategic innovation. Strategic innovation has been described as the fundamental reconceptualization of business models and the reshaping of existing markets by breaking the rules and changing the nature of competition [1]. It refers to the ability of a firm to open new markets, address competitors’ moves, and create value for customers [2]. Innovation in strategy can focus on planning or execution. This study concerns itself with the execution of a strategy, with particular emphasis on small- and medium-sized firms. It considers the utilization and maximization of resources in the context of project portfolio management (PPM) and proposes a different perspective on innovation, one that takes into account the challenges facing medium-sized firms in their execution of strategic intent.



Strategic planning has been integrated into the project and portfolio management function for more effective PPM [3], which has resulted in efficiency and effectiveness gains [4,5,6]. The challenges of strategic planning in small- and medium-sized businesses include sustainability [7], planning cycles [8], and performance measurement [9]. The use of strategic planning tools can improve the efficacy of strategic plans for SMEs, including planning, implementation, and reviews of strategies [10,11,12]. Various models have been proposed that can aid in the development of strategies [13,14], but there remain major challenges for SMEs in the creation of market opportunities.



Examining the potential use of PPM frameworks in strategic planning for SMEs may present opportunities for enhancing strategic foresight for these firms. This challenge is exemplified in the need for strategic innovation to address changes in markets, competitor behavior, and consumer preferences, a similar set of challenges faced in project portfolio management. This paper also assumes that the portfolio of projects is sufficient to justify the use of PPM within the organization, as is the level of project management maturity which will be discussed.



According to Tse [15], “while deliberate strategies involve strategic planning and formulation, emergent strategies respond to the unanticipated chaotic requests of those customers that do not fit the existing strategy. Hence, an emergent strategy reflects a company’s responsiveness and its ability to create new logics out of chaos, which enable it to be more successful than its rivals” [15]. Strategic innovation is, therefore, a precursor to mid-term planning in environments that are subject to constant change in the competitive landscape, such as in small- and medium-sized businesses.



Strategic innovation has been linked to changes in a firm’s business model to address external market pressures [16] and managing the knowledge of the organization to increase its agility [17]. It has been shown to be one of the most challenging forms of strategic planning even for well-established firms [18] and one that firms need in times of change [19]



Project portfolio management models aid in the planning, implementation, and monitoring of programs and projects, affording greater flexibility that supports client project objectives [20,21,22]. While each of these models have their strengths and weaknesses and are targeted at various organizations and project types, they can provide a level of project analysis that enhances deployment and project innovation [21,23,24]. For example, the Axelos model, which originates from the UK government and an organization that is responsible for developing, enhancing, and promoting a number of best practice frameworks, has a target audience of large-scale government and other sectors and is highly prescriptive.



The Project Management Institute (PMI) standard is much more generic and descriptive in nature and lacks some of the detail covered in the Axelos standard. The Association for Project Management (APM) model, although it embeds strategic planning and strategy delivery, is not as sophisticated as the PMI or Axelos frameworks. However, it specifies the required cycle from strategic planning to strategic delivery. Among the benefit of these models is that they are able to improve management foresight, mid-range planning, and strategic innovation [25,26,27,28]. Borrowing concepts from these models in the context of strategic planning and innovation for the broader firm may provide opportunities to develop better strategic foresight and aid the planning horizon range (2–4 years) and the deployment of projects in small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (50–250 employees) as well as serve as a strategic management tool for such organizations. This paper examines the various project portfolio management models, their potential utility in strategic innovation and foresight, and their application to strategic planning. It also reviews their potential use in the implementation of project portfolio management (PPM) in conditions where SMEs adopt a mid-range planning horizon of 2–4 years.



The performance of firms, often restricted by resources and the time horizon of feasible foresight of markets, is often correlated with this ambidexterity that combines current and future plans [29]. By applying the principle of ambidexterity to SMEs, it is possible that for the firm to improve its strategic foresight, it needs to consider its resources and its strategic intent not only from a planning perspective but also in terms of strategy execution. This paper examines the literature with respect to strategic innovation, foresight, and the potential to borrow principles of project portfolio management in executing SME strategies.



This paper forms part of a broader research effort that will test the ability of small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to apply PPM principles as part of strategic planning with the goal of improving management decision making and organizational agility. This paper explores some of the literature covering PPM principles and the potential to use these to execute strategies in areas of opportunity. While this paper does not utilize data, it forms part of a larger body of work underway to test the theoretical concept in the field in subsequent studies.



This paper also provides a review of the Project Management Institute (PMI) project maturity model as a PPM tool and examines the potential application of PPM in SME strategies.



PPM provides a solution to align strategic objectives with projects and deliver an organization’s strategy through the centralized management of one or more programs and portfolios [30,31].



This paper makes a valuable contribution in two strands of the literature. First, it examines the planning and implementation of project portfolio management tools in organizations with a mid-range (2–4 years) planning horizon who are required to innovate in a strategic context to remain competitive or to take advantage of new opportunities. Secondly, it aims to further review project portfolio management models, the influence of organizational maturity and maintaining a balance between the utilization of organizational assets, and the benefits achieved from strategic agility.



Furthermore, the practical implication of this work is the potential for SMEs to use existing PPM tools and methods to enhance their ability to apply strategic foresight, to plan, and to potentially achieve a form of ambidexterity in their current and future markets.



The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 covers the background and research method, Section 3 contains the discussion, and the conclusions are in Section 4.




2. Background and Research Method


This study does not include the collection of the primary results, but it provides a review of the literature examining strategic foresight, innovation, and the ability of the firm to deploy a strategy by comparing it with well-established principles borrowed from project portfolio management (PPM). It is focused on the current literature in this space.



Strategic innovation allows a business to compete differently in the same market by re-conceptualizing products and services [18]. Strategic foresight, on the other hand, “is the ability to create and sustain a variety of high quality forward views and to apply the emerging insights in organizationally useful ways; for example, to detect adverse conditions, guide policy, shape strategy; to explore new markets, products and services” [32]. When compared with project portfolio management, which focuses on the utilization of resources and assets to achieve the best return on investment [33], the relationship between the creation of new markets and the utilization of resources can be seen as a factor that influences the decision-making process of medium-sized firms [34].



Strategic planning has been a challenge for medium-sized firms not only due to limited resources but also the length of market forecasting that these firms are able to exercise [35]. Yes, it is these firms that suffer the most from shortages in agility, particularly during difficult market conditions [36]. Organizational agility “encompasses the aptitude to successfully respond to changes in the surrounding environment” [37], enabling firms to better plan, design, and resource a strategy [38].



The use of strategic planning coupled with operational planning has been used to attempt to achieve a balance for the firm for both its existing business and its future direction. This concept of an ambidextrous organization has been cited as an example of the organization’s ability to apply foresight with the goal of producing revolutionary products and services while, at the same, resourcing the evolutionary product development process that sustains current markets [39]. It has also been used to identify the best utilization of current and future resources to best position an SME [40].



A project portfolio is “a collection of projects, programs and operational work to meet strategic objectives” [41]. Project portfolio management is a means to deliver value to an organization and improve resource utilization. PPM also aids decision making in selecting the right projects to maximize resource allocation, manage portfolio risks, and improve a project’s success. These factors align with strategic planning frameworks and the allocation of resources to a strategy [22,42]. To achieve this strong strategic portfolio, execution is required to maintain organizational competitiveness, which indicates parallels between PPM and strategic planning.



The adoption of PPM as a project framework by SMEs can potentially improve planning practice, resource allocation, and decision making within the SME context, particularly in mid-range planning horizons [43,44]. The PMI advocates for continuous improvement through the use of maturity assessment and improvement plans to improve the level of PPM maturity, which is also an opportunity within SME operations to review the ability of the firm not just to implement projects but also to improve manager foresight by drawing on the lessons learned from projects and the use of PPM in strategic planning. Maturity in a PPM context reflects well on the level of strategic maturity of the firm, the ability of management to plan, and the level of strategic innovation the firm undertakes [45,46].



This concept is summarized in Figure 1.




3. Discussion


The performance measurement of PPM requires the selection of suitable metrics and a baseline component of the PPM framework. Organizations at low levels of maturity will require a greater level of initial work than organizations with higher levels of project management maturity. PPM process metrics will be required to drive maturity and support the implementation of PPM. This means that by implementing PPM, SMEs are able to more practically identify their level of maturity and, hence, the capabilities of their resources, both of which are ingredients of strategic planning and mid-range decision making [47,48].



Maturity models in computer science are well-established and have emerged through the Carnegie Melon University Capability Maturity Model. These models from computer science have been extended into the realm of project management and used for evaluating an organization’s project management maturity [49,50]. The capability of the SME with respect to its intended mid-range strategy can be better understood by management using PPM principles as a strategic management tool [51,52]. The increase in strategic foresight brought about by the use of PPM maturity models within the wider business may improve the competitiveness of the organization on the basis of a better understanding of what it is actually “mature”.



The Project Portfolio Management Maturity Model developed by PM Solutions is an example of a two-dimensional model that follows the Carnegie Melon levels of maturity. It has five levels of process maturity (initial, structured, institutionalized, managed, and optimized) for six PPM process areas (governance, project opportunity assessment, project prioritization and selection, portfolio and project communication management, portfolio resources, and performance management).



The PMI identifies five levels of portfolio management maturity (PfMM). Figure 2 illustrates the potential interplay between PPM principles, the firm’s agility, and their ability to execute a strategy.



The maturity level of SMEs with regard to mid-range strategic planning and the foresight needed by SME managers to undertake it can be compared with the Portfolio Management Maturity Model (PfMM), giving rise to an opportunity for SMEs to examine the PfMM as a decision-making tool for business strategies.



At level 1, there are no portfolios established. At level 2, some elements are established. At level 3, there are formal PPM processes in place. At level 4, there are tools to track value and interdependencies. Finally, at level 5, PPM is a core competency resulting in competitive advantage through strategy.



Other benefits derived from PPM maturity include organizations becoming more efficient, agile, risk-averse, resilient, innovative, strategically focused, and motivated through aiming to maximize and sustain PPM implementation by achieving a high level of PPM maturity [47,53]. The flexibility of an SME can help its ability to maneuver in a range of business situations, improving its chances of success in mid-term [54,55].



Moving from project management maturity, with its goal of achieving a cost benefit and return on investment (ROI) from projects, was introduced by Ibbs and Kwak [56] as PMM/ROI, and the topic of PPM benefits from portfolio management maturity has become an area of increased interest among practitioners and academics.



Young, Young, and Zapata [57] stated that “organizational governance, stakeholder management, management control, risk management, benefits management, and portfolio, financial and resource management” are the key PPM maturity attributes. Their study showed that attaining PPM maturity relies on “a set of knowledge, skills, tools and techniques applied to a collection of projects in order to meet or exceed the needs and expectations of an organization’s investment strategy”. This has implications for SMEs, as it shows the potential gains in planning ability that can be derived from the use PPM and PfMM.



Thus, the levels of project and portfolio management maturity are important aspects for the deployment of a PPM framework for the implementation of PPM to support a project’s success and SME strategic planning success. PPM models emphasize organizational maturity as an element of project and portfolio success. A parallel can be drawn between this emphasis and the need in strategic planning for maturity in the market approach the firm takes and in its competitive advantage. This raises the prospect of PPM models being used in strategic planning, given the level of detail within these models and the systematic way in which they address organizational maturity.



The maturity of a project’s organization impacts strategic success and the implementation of PPM [58,59,60], which in turn affects the strategy. Maturity is measured both at the organizational and the strategic planning levels [61,62,63]. The success of strategic project implementation is also connected to the application of knowledge [64] and to performance assessment [65]. These links provide insight into the importance of planning tools for the creation of strategic opportunities at the project and business levels [66,67,68,69]. The potential for SMEs to apply PPM tools and frameworks in planning and implementing strategy may further their ability to identify new strategic opportunities.



3.1. Challenges of Implementing PPM to Support SME Planning Success


However, the implementation of PPM is not straightforward, with a number of barriers in PPM as highlighted by Hadjinicolaou and Dumrak [70]. The challenges for the implementation of PPM include the lack of broad organizational support due to lack of a developed business strategy, lack of executive sponsorship, higher priority organizational and change management issues to address, lack of an organizational unit responsible for managing the process, difficulty to agree on a common approach to prioritize projects, impact on existing processes, and unavailability of systems that provide timely data to measure projects. Furthermore, regarding the immaturity of project management processes, internal politics and a culture of resistance to change, together with shifting business priorities, can also cause significant barriers to the implementation of PPM.



A number of these challenges can be overcome through the implementation of a strategic management office (SMO) that supports the implementation of PPM and provides the required governance and change management to engage with senior executive sponsors for the implementation and support of PPM and associated technology. This would also include support through training, stakeholder and risk management, as well as support with strategic planning and innovation.



An indication of some of the tools that could be used to support the challenges of implementing PPM could include a portfolio dashboard, a portfolio pipeline, and a bubble chart to support the decision-making process, as well as a stage gate process to support governance together with an implementation roadmap to support the staged implementation of PPM.



The lack of real-time data as one of the barriers to the implementation of PPM falls in the category of technology and careful consideration of a suitable strategic management system to not only track project completion but also track the delivery of a strategy and the benefits expected from it. Furthermore, the PPM goals of supporting project success would also be another consideration to overcome the barriers to PPM support.



For small- and medium-sized businesses (SMEs), the development of organizational resilience can improve the potential to apply strategic planning tools, particularly during times of crisis [71]. This is of particular importance given the sensitivity of SMEs to external changes and the need to identify and pivot toward new opportunities when there is a shortage of suitable markets [72]. Of the various steps to improving resilience, strategic planning and a stock take of internal resources have been found to be of major significance [73]. The use of planning frameworks has been found to be a major contributor to the development of resilience [74,75].



External shocks that expose SMEs to resource “crunch” have been found to negatively affect organizations that lack the planning depth and foresight to identify possible new areas of business in the face of such shocks [76], as has the approach of owners and entrepreneurs to the use of such tools [77]. This perspective on resilience has been found to reduce the impact of business turbulence on the SME [78], lending weight to the argument that SMEs could utilize PPM planning frameworks as a strategic design and implementation tool [79,80].



Organizational agility arises from the ability of the SME to use a range of tools, including business intelligence [81], planning frameworks [82], the identification of sources of competitive advantage through appropriate resource allocation [83], and strategic foresight [84]. The viability of the business model of an SME can be examined in the context of its ability to design a strategy [85] and measure its performance using strategic planning tools [86]. Both help increase SME dynamism in mid-term [87].



A study by Hadjinicolaou and Dumrak [70] identified that projects are increasingly initiated by organizations in alignment with the corporate strategies. Concerned over the constrained resources and rapid changes that exist in the project environment, project portfolio management (PPM) can support organizations in prioritizing and selecting the right projects to meet strategic objectives and improve project success rates. Among the benefits of PPM, improved decision making, maximizing resource usage, alignment with the business strategy, and organizational risk reduction are the most common benefits found when implementing PPM. On the other hand, internal politics and culture, lacking organizational management support, and disagreement on a common project prioritization approach are the main barriers impeding the application of PPM. Drawing parallels with strategic planning in SMEs, these benefits and barriers may help identify best practice approaches to the utilization of PPM tools to identify and take advantage of market opportunities.



The ability of SMEs to plan future strategies relates to the internal resources of the firm as well as the external environment. The tools needed to ensure internal and external analyses are undertaken with rigor are often absent in the SME space. There are also limited tools available to SMEs that are within a reasonable cost and complexity to allow for management to apply strategic foresight to them in devising strategic plans. The possible use of PPM frameworks and tools that already exist may fill this gap. The use of PPM tools provides an opportunity for SMEs to not only identify the internal and external factors that can affect their strategic direction, strategy intent, and competitive stance, but also the maturity level within the organization that allows the strategy to be developed and implemented.



PPM frameworks help align the strategic direction of the organization with its resources, its organizational structure, its business models, and its supply and value chains. This has mostly been the domain of larger organizations with greater levels of sophistication and resourcing. However, adopting existing PPM frameworks may democratize these tools and allow for their use in SME medium-range strategies. Not only is the use of frameworks for strategic planning useful in achieving greater business model sustainability [88] but also in value creation and the enhancement of the SME value chain [89]. The use of planning frameworks and tools has also been associated with a greater technical ability and the migration of SMEs to more productive technology [90] and improvement in the levels of corporate entrepreneurship [91]. Applications of strategic planning using tools and frameworks have achieved success in SME incubators [92], business model innovation [93], and the creation of a managerial enterprising mindset [94].



The adoption of a PPM framework and tools by SMEs for mid-range strategic planning will also depend on the attitude of management toward resilience, agility, strategic foresight, and change management. For example, alignment of a strategy with management thinking with its development using accepted tools and frameworks has been associated with increasing the internal sources of corporate innovation [95]. Newly established SMEs that are created in response to major market gaps or as a disruptor in their field are less systematic in their use of frameworks pre-launch but become more sophisticated in their use of these frameworks as they expand [96]. This extends to the level and type of competitive stance in response to competitors. The better planned the strategy, and the more it is developed using an accepted framework, the more likely it is to be implemented [97,98]. There is, therefore, a possible opportunity for SMEs to take advantage of existing, working frameworks and tools used in PPM and to apply them to their mid-range strategic planning efforts.




3.2. Goals of PPM to Support Project Success and SME Planning Success


Among the objectives of PPM are supporting project success and maximizing the return on investment within the portfolio of projects, as well as linking the projects within the portfolio to the firm’s strategy and balancing projects within the resource capacity and capability of the organization [99].



PPM success consists of both the success of projects within the portfolio as well as delivering the strategy for future organizational success. Similar goals for PPM success are described by Arlt [100], revealing four distinctive goals for the general objective of maximizing organizational benefits through the optimization of projects with the portfolio.



These four PPM goals are “strategic alignment, portfolio balance, portfolio benefit maximization and improvement” of PPM process maturity [100]. As Arlt [100] describes, if these goals are achieved, then PPM is successful. These goals align with the mid-term strategic planning horizon for SMEs, indicating that the possible use of PPM tools may aid in the planning and execution of a strategy.



Arlt [100] also describes the addition of the fourth goal being that of PPM process maturity. The fourth goal was a result of portfolio governance research [101] that provided evidence in support of the relevance of alignment of projects to strategy, balancing projects within the portfolio, and maximizing project benefits. Blomquist and Müller [102] also proposed that a goal of PPM success was PPM process maturity.



SME planning has often suffered from a lack of strategic depth and maturity [103,104,105]. The lack of use of planning frameworks and tools has been found to negatively affect the longevity of the strategic planning effort [106] and the use of available resources [107]. Lower levels of resource sustainability [108] and corporate performance have also been identified in SMEs [109]. On the other hand, a comprehensive strategic approach that adopts specific planning tools and frameworks has been found to improve SME performance [110] and market differentiation [111,112,113]. Formal strategic planning has also improved financial performance [114], management’s commitment to the strategy [115], and the implementation of the strategy [116,117,118,119,120,121].



The planning and implementation of strategy in SMEs can benefit from the adaptation of various frameworks that can aid in sustainability, resilience building, and foresight [122,123,124,125]. The use of such tools has helped devise impactful strategies and better utilize the firm’s resources [126,127,128,129].




3.3. Achieving Strategic Alignment


The requirement for PPM to be applied in the implementation of a strategy has been widely accepted [25,44,99]. Defining strategy has matured considerably and has been successfully performed in many organizations. However, the alignment of projects to a strategy and the successful implementation of these projects continues to be a challenge [130]. Among this challenge is the belief that a strategy is implemented through operations rather than projects. One of the goals of PPM is the strategic alignment of projects to the organizational strategy, which enables a greater level of executive and stakeholder engagement to support project success [131]. In addition, that strategy is delivered through a combination of operational work as well as projects by the PMI definition of PPM.



Arlt [130] states that the goal of strategic alignment is defined through three aspects of alignment: “(1) strategic fit—the consistency of projects with the articulated strategy; (2) strategic contribution—the need to execute certain projects to achieve success with a certain strategy; and (3) strategic priorities—the dispensing of resources according to strategic importance.” Strategic alignment is defined as the linking of project portfolios with the organizational vision, mission, and strategy [132,133], which aligns with the strategic planning requirements of SMEs. Furthermore, project portfolios are required to support the organization’s vision and strategy and should aim to maximize the probability of achieving the organizational goals, vision, and mission [134].




3.4. Balancing a Portfolio


Selecting short- and long-term projects with various levels of risk within a portfolio once it is aligned is the second primary purpose of PPM [133] with various methods that have been introduced in the literature [135]. The concept of balance is a common aspect of business, as organizations need to balance a range of monetary and non-monetary goals as well as operational and project work.



Other considerations for balancing a portfolio include consideration of goal conflicts within selection decisions. One example could be a focus on cost savings versus strategic technology investments, requiring a compromise that reflects the trade-off between these two goals [134]. A portfolio should also provide a balanced mix of projects, taking into account different risk levels, time frames, and project sizes [136]. This requires negotiation and management between project stakeholders who have conflicting parameters or who require conflicting outcomes.



Cooper et al. [133] provided and extensive discussion on the balancing of portfolios and proposed a range of balancing dimensions which identify the relationship between risk and reward and the use of technology to devise strategic strengths.



The tracking and management of benefits is an important component of program and project portfolio management (PPM). In the case of PPM, benefits require being tracked and measured for the individual projects and for the portfolio. The tracking of benefits and time frames involved is a challenge for organizations and requires systems, processes, and technology. Again, in a strategic planning context, SMEs need to associate the investment in strategy with the expected medium-term benefits, drawing a further parallel between PPM and strategy implementation.



There is no clear and unified view on how to measure benefits for a project portfolio [134]. The literature suggests the use of traditional financial metrics for the determination of benefits, such as the net present value (NPV), return on investment (ROI), and internal rate of return (IRR), for the valuation of financial assets [25]. However, limitations occur if using financial metrics alone as projects, unlike capital assets, cannot be sold halfway through or treated as regular assets. Determination of their value due to sunk costs is significantly more difficult.



Other approaches, as outlined by Norrie [137], suggest a balanced view of financial and non-financial benefits tracking through the application of the triple bottom line and balanced scorecards (BSCs). It would be useful to apply the PPM model to a variety of strategic decisions that fall within the mid-range horizon of 2–4 years and to test the efficacy of this approach in both product- and service-oriented SMEs.




3.5. Other Benefits of PPM


There are a number of other benefits, as highlighted by Hadjinicolaou and Dumrak [70], and these include working on the right projects, spending in the right areas, stopping poor projects, gaps in the portfolio being identified and managed, removing project redundancies, and improved decision making.



Furthermore, other benefits include maximizing resource usage, demonstrating the value of key resources, and facilitating repeatable success, all of which are significant for improving organizational agility and business resilience. This enables innovation and the continuous improvement of PPM quality and maturity.




3.6. Continuously Improving PPM Process Quality and Maturity and Reflections on SME Strategy


Blomquist and Müller [102] referred to PPM process maturity as an important aspect of PPM implementation for continuously improving the decision-making process for project selection and process as well as the pipeline management process to improve the maturity of PPM. The pursuit of increased PPM maturity is viewed as driving not only the goals of PPM but also the maturity of project management and operational management. The PPM goals of improving strategic alignment and PPM implementation thereby improves project and organizational success to support innovation. When considering continuous improvement, the term “agile portfolio management” [138] has also been used and related to concepts or organizational agility and organizational resilience. The importance of a “dynamic capability” when managing project portfolios to support competitive advantages was also highlighted by [139]. Understanding the goals of PPM success outlined above will assist in the development of a PPM framework for the implementation of PPM to support project success. Through the use of this PPM approach, SME managers undertaking mid-range planning may help achieve a better strategic alignment between the resources of the firm, the intended strategy, the level of maturity of the SME, and improvements in product or service quality [140].



The use of planning and implementation frameworks such as those used in PPM may improve the ability of a firm to use its resources [141,142,143], which enables a longer range of planning and resource allocation [144] and greater efficiency in strategy implementation [35,119] as well as financial performance [145] and sustainability [146]. The tendency to adopt frameworks has been shown to be dependent on executive attitudes toward the utility of such frameworks [127] and the firm’s overall affinity to change, as well as its approach to performance management [9]. SME support systems used in strategic planning can help improve the overall efficiency of the strategic plan and the ability to implement it [147,148,149,150,151]



Further applied research is needed to identify the possible applications of the PPM model in SMEs from the inception stage of a strategy to the fulfillment of the firm’s strategic goals.





4. Conclusions


This literature review and paper draws parallels between the use of PPM for the implementation of strategy and PfMM models that support not only PPM maturity but also project management and operational maturity to enhance strategic planning and innovation in SMEs who are looking at mid-term plans. The use of PPM provides a vehicle to not only improve projects but also operational management maturity in consideration that the strategy is implemented from the combination of projects as well as operational activities. However, the implementation of PPM also comes with its challenges which require significant planning and change management in their own right. There is also the assumption that the SME has a project portfolio of a sufficient size to justify the overhead of its use.



This study also outlines some of the benefits for innovation through the application of PPM to support project and organizational success for implementing strategies for medium-sized firms. This study makes a valuable contribution by collating a number of resources and references that can be used as inputs for an SME considering the use of PPM for strategy execution.



The literature review also provides insights into the ability of SMEs to innovate and suggests that the use of PPM methods and tools may enhance that capability, adding to the potential for the firm to not only innovate but absorb and apply that innovation. This work also points to potential opportunities in the use of PPM to aid managers in considering how to address markets in mid-term. Considering strategy through the use of PPM may enable the development of products and services that not only serve the current but also future markets.



This suggests that further research be conducted to examine the efficacy of applying PPM models in strategic decision making for smaller firms with the goal of improving strategic innovation, management foresight, and strategic implementation. It proposes that managers consider various scaled PPM models and tools in their planning and implementation of strategies. This paper forms part of a broader body of work that will test the application of these concepts in SME businesses in Australia who have struggled to develop and implement strategies beyond the COVID-19 pandemic and explore the possibilities for SMEs in local as well as in international markets to adapt PPM and PfMM tools for their strategic business needs.



Future research efforts can benefit from this examination by developing PPM benefit management so that the required benefits can be maintained or enhanced in the context of strategic planning and foresight for SMEs. However, it is important that barriers to strategic framework implementation, especially the barriers preventing SMEs from success, must be minimized or mitigated through the examination of the possible uses of PPM tools and frameworks to design and develop strategic plans for SMEs.



The original findings of the practical implications of this study include the potential for SMEs to innovate using existing PPM tools and methods to enhance their ability to apply strategic foresight, to plan, and to potentially achieve a form of ambidexterity in their current and future markets.
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Figure 1. The relationship between strategic innovation within the firm, the application of strategic foresight, and the use of PPM methods as a strategic planning tool. 
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Figure 2. Interplay between PPM principles, the firm’s agility, and their ability to execute a strategy. 
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