Capable, mature or both
The idea of capability maturity models originated in the mid to late eighties when the US Air force
wanted a means of evaluating potential sub-contractors. In principle, it sounds like a great idea. If I
want to benchmark one potential supplier against another, all I have to do is look at their respective
levels of capability maturity. The one with the higher level of maturity should be a better quality,
lower risk alternative.
In fact it is a great idea but as with all great ideas the success is in the implementation, not the
theory.
The decades following the publication of the first Capability Maturity Model (CMM) by CarnegieMellon University in 1988, saw an explosion in the publication of similar models and levels of
interest in the idea. In project management, a Google search for “project management maturity
model” in April 2005 gave 6,850 results. In February 2014 the same search rendered 85,000 results.
Despite this expansion of the idea, the implementation hasn’t followed. You don’t see companies
trumpeting their maturity as a means of demonstrating how good they are at delivering projects and
clients rarely make a contractor’s maturity level a condition of tendering for a project.
Meanwhile, extensive surveys from the likes of PricewaterhouseCoopers1 (PwC) report that “Higher
maturity yields higher performance” and “Organisation maturity is directly correlated with
organisational success”.
If PwC’s findings are correct then we should be actively encouraging organisations to develop their
maturity against a capability maturity model. But the diversity of organisations that deliver projects,
programmes and portfolios is vast and the market is dominated by two, fairly inflexible models:
OPM32 and P3M33.
We could suggest that there should be different capability maturity models to suit different
organisations. While that may make the idea of models more relevant to a wider range of
organisations, it loses the key advantage of having a common benchmark.
Clearly, we need a model that is flexible but consistent; adaptable but with firm foundations. In my
view, the current models are neither adaptable nor consistent. In order to work out how a capability
maturity model should behave, I went back to basics.
I started off by revisiting the ‘CMMI-Dev’4 model, which is the publication from Carnegie-Mellon that
specifically addresses project based development. This opened up ideas that had links to ISO9000
and by connecting this to the APM Body of Knowledge it all started to make sense.
The key lessons from the exercise were:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Capability and maturity are different things.
Both capability and maturity are about achieving goals not just applying processes.
ISO9000 demonstrates how to have a consistent standard across diverse organisations.
The APM BoK demonstrates how to address projects, programmes and portfolios in a single
model.
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Expanding on each of these in turn:
Capability and maturity are different things
CMMI-Dev has two scales, one for capability (0-3) and one for maturity (1-5) so it clearly sees these
as different things.
In the CMMI models, everything that is assessed for capability or maturity is termed a ‘process’.
Closer inspection reveals that the ‘processes’ used to measure capability are more narrowly focused
that those used to measure maturity, i.e. maturity is about integrating capabilities.
This can translate very well into the P3 environment. If the functions defined in a body of knowledge
are used to describe capabilities, the life cycle processes in a methodology can be used to describe
maturity.
Therefore, an organisation may develop its capability in individual functions such as risk
management or stakeholder management but its maturity would be reflected by its ability to
integrate and apply these in different phases of the project life cycle.
Capability and maturity are about achieving goals
CMMI-Dev talks a great deal about ‘goals’. Reaching certain levels of capability or maturity are not
just about applying the corresponding function or process, it is about achieving the goals of the
function or process.
Therefore, assuming the goals of stakeholder management (for example) are to:





ensure that the views and attitudes of all stakeholders are understood;
influence stakeholders to be supportive of the work wherever possible;
maximise the impact of supportive stakeholders;
minimise the impact of unsupportive stakeholders.

No amount of documentation or performance of due process represents a high level of capability in
stakeholder management if the goals aren’t achieved.
ISO9000 as an approach to benchmarking
Every project, programme or portfolio has a different context. Some projects include benefits
realisation some don’t; some programmes are stand alone and some are part of a portfolio; some
projects are delivered by a contractor on behalf of a client and some are managed internally. All
these contextual variations have an effect on the abilities that an organisation needs in order to be
mature.
If a contracting organisation delivers outputs on behalf of clients, its maturity shouldn’t be measured
by its ability to perform benefits realisation because that’s not what it does.
Adapting measures of quality to provide a common benchmark for very diverse organisations is
exactly what ISO9000 does. This can also be achieved in project management if capability and
maturity areas are defined so that an organisation can identify those that are relevant to its own
context.

Praxis is the free framework for project, programme and portfolio management
http://www.praxisframework.org

Of course that means that any accredited level of maturity needs to be viewed in the context of the
components it includes. That’s fine because when comparing organisations it would typically be
organisations who share a common context that are being compared.
The use of capability maturity models is not just about comparison. They are also a framework that
organisations use to structure the improvement of their project delivery. This too will be much more
effective if the model can be adapted to the organisation’s own context.
Incorporating projects, programmes and portfolios in a single model
In my article about the ‘discontinuous mind’ I explain how the concept of projects, programmes and
portfolios as discrete, mutually exclusive entities is more a product of the human intellect than any
fundamental, objective differences.
The artificial distinctions between the three are widely promoted by each seemingly requiring its
own separate methodology. This is carried through to capability maturity models which often
struggle to distribute capability maturity indicators across the three domains of project, programme
and portfolio.
This often results in aspects of good practice that are equally applicable to project, programmes and
portfolios being arbitrarily allocated to only one or two or the domains. For example, one well
known model identifies the attribute “Ownership of risk responses is being applied consistently” as
being unique to programmes and deemed (by omission) irrelevant to projects and portfolios.
Using the principle promoted in (amongst others) the APM Body of Knowledge, attributes can be
defined for functions such as risk management that are independent of whether they are being
applied in a project, programme or portfolio context.

Capability maturity models have a proven track record of helping organisations improve their
project, programme and portfolio delivery. Hopefully, if we can make them more adaptable and
relevant to the many different organisations that use P3 management, we can increase their usage
and, consequently, our collective success as a profession.
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