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Abstract

Project Management Offices (PMOs) have become increasingly important in strengthening project governance and delivery
within Ethiopia’s public construction sector. Despite their growing adoption, many PMOs remain insufficiently integrated into
organizational governance structures, and challenges in project performance persist. This study examines the effectiveness of
PMO practices in public building construction projects, with particular attention to their influence on project performance and
institutional coordination. An exploratory and explanatory multiple-case study design was employed, using a
qualitative-dominant mixed-methods approach. Data were collected from three major public institutions in Addis Ababa-namely
the Mega Projects Construction Office (MPCO), the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia (CBE), and the Ethiopian Electric Utility
(EEU). Evidence was drawn from 21 semi-structured interviews, 33 structured questionnaire responses, and a review of relevant
organizational documents. The data were analyzed using thematic and content analysis supported by descriptive statistical
techniques. The findings indicate that PMOs contribute positively to improving cost control and schedule performance.
However, their overall effectiveness is constrained by fragmented governance structures, limited cross-departmental
coordination, weak risk management practices, and low stakeholder engagement. In addition, capacity gaps persist due to the
absence of structured recruitment frameworks, limited professional certification, and inconsistent training opportunities. The
study recommends phased institutional reforms aimed at strengthening governance integration, promoting competency-based
staffing, and aligning PMO practices with internationally recognized standards. By providing empirical evidence from Ethiopia’s
public construction sector, this study contributes to a better understanding of PMO effectiveness and offers practical insights for
improving project governance in developing-country contexts.
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1. Introduction

The construction sector is vital to Ethiopia's socioeconomic ~ and 11 (2010-2020) and the Ten-Year Development Plan
development, contributing significantly to GDP, job creation, (2021-2030), have emphasized infrastructure-led develop-
and public infrastructure delivery [1]. National policy in- ment as a key pillar of economic transformation [2].
struments, including the Growth and Transformation Plans | Despite these ambitions, Ethiopia's construction industry
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has long been criticized for systemic inefficiencies and poor
project outcomes [3]. These inefficiencies stem largely from
institutional fragmentation, weak coordination mechanisms,
and inadequate project management capacity [4]. Moreover,
the absence of standardized governance systems and con-
sistent project management practices has further contributed
to poor delivery performance [5].

In response to the above shortcomings, public-sector in-
stitutions are increasingly establishing Project Management
Offices (PMOs) as centralized units to improve project over-
sight, coordination, and governance. Research indicates that
PMOs can enhance project success through strategic align-
ment, methodological standardization, and institutional
learning [6, 7].

However, within the Ethiopian context, the implementation
of PMOs remains inconsistent. Preliminary findings show
wide variation in PMO mandates, authority levels, integration
within organizational structures, and resource allocation. In
many institutions, PMOs serve primarily as administrative or
monitoring units, with little influence over strategic decisions.
In other cases, they are integrated into larger governance
frameworks but face coordination and implementation chal-
lenges.

This inconsistency reveals underlying structural and gov-
ernance constraints, such as insufficient policy enforcement, a
lack of standardized project delivery frameworks, and low
professional standards. These difficulties are exacerbated by a
lack of empirical research on PMO practices in Ethiopia's
construction sector. Existing literature focuses on general
project management issues rather than the internal configura-
tion, operational maturity, or strategic contribution of PMOs
in public institutions.

This study addresses this gap by investigating PMO prac-
tices at three public organizations involved in construction
projects: the Mega Projects Construction Office (MPCO), the
Commercial Bank of Ethiopia (CBE), and the Ethiopian
Electric Utility. The study explores how PMOs are structured,
the extent of their integration into institutional governance,
and the effectiveness of their practices in improving project
outcomes. It also benchmarks local PMO operations against
globally recognized project governance standards, frame-
works, and best practices- ‘accepted practices’-to assess
alignment and propose context-specific improvements.

1.1. Evolution and Theoretical Framework of
PMOs

Prior to the 1990s, PMOs were primarily limited to the
defense and aerospace industries, where customer relationship
management (CRM) was a critical focus. However, after the
1990s, the adoption of PMOs expanded across various in-
dustries, including construction. PMOs began to take on
broader responsibilities, including governance, capacity de-
velopment, and performance measurement [8].

Early project management theories were based on the ‘Iron
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Triangle’ of cost, time, and quality [9]. However, contempo-
rary frameworks prioritize broader success metrics such as
stakeholder satisfaction, strategic alignment, and institutional
learning [10]. This evolution facilitates the strategic reposi-
tioning of PMOs from administrative support roles to gov-
ernance-focused entities. One of the most significant changes
in PMO evolution has been the adoption of standardized
project management methodologies, tools, and templates [8].
Modern project management offices contribute to project
governance by defining roles, implementing monitoring
mechanisms, and establishing accountability frameworks that
improve transparency and control.

1.2. Organizational Project Management
Maturity Models (OPM3)

Maturity models are diagnostic tools that enable organiza-
tions to assess their project management capabilities, identify
gaps, and implement strategic improvements that are aligned
with organizational goals [8]. It is an iterative process that
involves evaluating and improving existing processes to en-
sure they are consistent with industry best practices. Several
maturity models have been developed to improve organiza-
tional project management maturity; with each offering
unique frameworks tailored to different organizational con-
texts.

Several widely recognized project management maturity
models include the SMART Project-Based Maturity Model
(University of Calgary), the Capability Maturity Model
(CMM) developed by the Software Engineering Institute
(SEIl), Kerzner's Project Management Maturity Model
(PMMM), and the Project Management Institute's Organiza-
tional Project Management Maturity Model (OPM3). At
higher levels of maturity, PMOs serve as Centers of Excel-
lence, enabling continuous improvement and portfolio-level
decision-making [8].

1.3. PMO Structures and Functions

PMOs typically operate at three levels within organizations
[11]:

1) Project Level: Providing tools, mentoring, and support.

2) Enterprise Level: Promoting methodologies and project

management maturity.

3) Portfolio Level: Ensuring strategic alignment and inte-

grated oversight.

PMOs can be categorized as supportive, controlling, or
directive, depending on their authority over projects. As or-
ganizations mature, their PMOs tend to evolve from sup-
portive entities to directive ones, fostering greater integration
and transformation. Mature PMOs serve as Centers of Ex-
cellence (CoE), facilitating continuous improvement and
portfolio-level decision-making [8].
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2. Methodology

2.1. Preliminary Study

A preliminary exploratory study was conducted at four
major public institutions before the formal research design:
Mega Projects Construction Office (MPCO), Commercial
Bank of Ethiopia (CBE), Ethiopian Electric Utility (EEU),
and Ethiopian Telecommunications (Ethio Telecom). The
purpose of this phase of the study was to gain contextual
insights into the institutional setups, governance frameworks,
and operational dynamics of PMO practices in public con-
struction organizations.

The preliminary findings informed the research problem,
guided the development of data collection instruments, and
supported the methodological approach. It was particularly
useful in identifying relevant thematic dimensions, defining
organizational diversity for case selection, and validating the
suitability of a qualitative-dominant, mixed-methods ap-
proach.

2.2. Research Design and Strategy

This study employs a qualitative-dominant, mixed-methods
approach, integrating exploratory, descriptive, and explana-
tory components. The research strategy is based on a multi-
ple-case study design [12], which enables an in-depth, con-
textualized investigation into the practices of PMQOs within
three selected public sector organizations.

The exploratory component addresses empirical gaps in the
literature on PMO practices in the Ethiopian construction
industry. The descriptive phase builds on these exploratory
findings by documenting PMO practices in three strategically
selected public organizations: one project-based organization
(the Mega Projects Construction Office, MPCQ) and two with
embedded PMOs within broader operational institutions (the
Commercial Bank of Ethiopia, CBE, and the Ethiopian Elec-
tric Utility, EEU).

The explanatory component explored the underlying in-
stitutional and operational variables that influence PMO ef-
fectiveness, benchmarking them against globally recognized
standards, frameworks, and best practices- ‘accepted prac-
tices’. This layered approach improved the depth and breadth
of analysis, allowing for meaningful cross-case comparisons.

2.3. Case Selection

Case organizations were selected using purposive sampling,
based on four criteria: (1) engagement in public building
construction, (2) existence of a formal PMO structure, (3)
availability of knowledgeable personnel, and (4) diversity in
organizational structure, distinguishing project-based from
non-project-based entities.

The study applied replication logic in line with Yin’s [12]
case study methodology, emphasizing theoretical replication
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rather than statistical generalization. Literal replication was
used in contexts where similar institutional conditions were
expected to produce comparable PMO patterns, while theo-
retical replication was applied to capture variations arising
from differing organizational settings.

2.4. Data Collection Methods

A triangulated data collection strategy was employed to
enhance validity and reduce single-source bias. Three primary
methods were used:

1) Document review: analyzing organizational documents,
such as strategic plans, mandates, and organizational
charts, provided a solid foundation for understanding
PMO structure, governance, and institutional context.

2) Semi-structured interviews: conducted with 21 key in-
formants, including PMO managers, senior technical
personnel, and administrative staff. This method allowed
for the collection of comprehensive insights and organ-
ization-specific experiences while maintaining thematic
consistency across cases.

3) Structured Surveys: distributed via Google Forms to
PMO-affiliated personnel in the selected organizations.
Despite a low response rate, the surveys provided quan-
titative data that corroborated qualitative findings.

Thus, the combination of these multiple sources enabled

comprehensive triangulation and strengthened the credibility
of the empirical analysis.

2.5. Data Analysis and Interpretation

Qualitative data from interviews and document reviews
were analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) as
described by Braun and Clarke [13] and Content analysis
following Bowen [14]. Thematic categories emerged itera-
tively, guided by the conceptual framework and refined
through continuous engagement with the data.

The analysis followed a phased approach. The descriptive
phase mapped current PMO practices and institutional con-
texts. The explanatory phase explored causal relationships
and operational challenges. Ultimately, the prescriptive phase
formulated actionable recommendations aligned with ‘ac-
cepted practices’ in global project governance literature.

2.6. Measures to Ascertain Research Quality

To ensure methodological rigor, the study followed Yin's
[12] four case study quality criteria:

1) Construct validity: established through triangulation
across documents, interviews, and surveys.

2) Internal validity: ensured via pattern matching and the-
ory-driven explanation building.

3) External validity: achieved through replication logic in
the selection of multiple, contrasting case organizations.

4) Reliability: enhanced through the development and use
of a standardized case study protocol, which guided data
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collection and ensured consistency across research sites.

In general, the methodological approach combines empir-
ical robustness with theoretical rigor. The use of a multi-
ple-case design, triangulated data sources, and established
analytical frameworks ensures a comprehensive and credible
investigation of PMO practices in Ethiopia’s public con-

struction sector.

Figure 1 presents the methodological flowchart that illus-
trates the sequential and iterative phases of the research de-
sign. The diagram shows the logical progression from the
preliminary exploratory study to the final data analysis and
interpretation phase.
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Figure 1. Methodology flowchart of the study.

3. Results and Discussion

This section analyzes PMO practices in three Ethiopian
public sector organizations: MPCO, CBE, and EEU, using a
thematic approach based on Yin's [12] multiple-case study.
These findings are then benchmarked against globally recog-
nized project management standards, frameworks, and best
practices- ‘accepted practice’-to identify performance gaps
and inform actionable recommendations. The themes dis-
cussed below were derived from the study’s conceptual
framework and are aligned with the primary research ques-
tions, focusing on how governance, staffing, capacity building,
institutional maturity, and knowledge management systems
influence PMO effectiveness.

Governance and strategic alignment

The effectiveness of PMOs is significantly influenced by
governance structures. Despite MPCQO's two-tier governance
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structure, leadership instability and the absence of formal
project charters threaten organizational continuity. CBE's
PMO is part of a technical department, so its ability to influ-
ence enterprise-level decisions is limited. In contrast, the
PMO at EEU, despite its strategic location, struggles with
interdepartmental coordination. These findings are consistent
with 1SO 21502, which emphasizes the importance of lead-
ership continuity and cross-functional integration.

Staffing and professional competency

The three organizations have different staffing approaches.
MPCO prioritizes work experience over formal certifications,
which leads to skill gaps. CBE emphasizes technical skills but
lacks globally recognized certifications such as PMP. EEU
has a high staff turnover, which limits knowledge retention
and consistency. None of the organizations have implemented
structured recruitment based on competency frameworks like
the PMI Talent Triangle, which could improve staffing effi-
ciency and project execution.
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Table 1. Comparison of PMO Practices across Thematic Areas.

Theme MPCO
Two-tier departmental PMO with

Governance and leadership instability, and lack of

Positionin, .
& formal project charters.
. Experience-based hiring; no struc-
Staffing and Certi- P &
. tured competency framework or
fication

formal certification system.

Training and Capac-
ity Building

Irregular, budget-constrained
training; mostly non-technical.

Risk Management No dedicated risk management

and Stakeholder team; informal engagement; no
Engagement standardized processes.
Operational Chal- Exc.essive workload, l.acl.< of signed

project charters, and limited stake-
lenges

holder collaboration.

CBE

PMO embedded in technical
department, with bureaucratic
approvals.

Prioritizes technical qualifica-
tions; lacks globally recognized
certifications (e.g., PMP).

Offers both technical and lead-
ership training, but no
post-training evaluation.

No proactive risk planning;
reactive approach. Informal
engagement; slow approval
process.

Bureaucratic rigidity, economic
volatility, and ineffective risk
frameworks.

EEU

PMO within Project Portfolio
Management Directorate; struggles with
interdepartmental coordination.

High staff turnover, recruitment from
various technical backgrounds; lacks
consistent competency frameworks.

Emphasis on training, but lacks regular,
structured programs and follow-up.

Inconsistent risk management; informal
and fragmented engagement; lacks
structured communication protocols.

High staff turnover, fragmented com-
munication, and cultural resistance to
change.

As shown in Table 1, the three PMOs exhibit partial in-
stitutionalization of project management practices, corre-
sponding to Level 3 of the OPM3 model. However, they face
common challenges such as weak governance integration, a
lack of certification-based staffing, inadequate stakeholder
management, and inconsistency in capacity-building sys-
tems. These findings suggest that phased institutional re-
forms aligned with global ‘accepted practices’ are required
to improve strategic alignment and long-term effectiveness.

Capacity building and training

Training programs in all organizations are fragmented and
misaligned with practical needs. MPCO training is more fo-

cused on leadership than technical project management. CBE
offers both technical and leadership training, but there are no
formal certification paths. EEU emphasizes training, but it
lacks follow-up assessments and structured development
programs. As a result, implementing competency-based, cer-
tification-oriented training programs in accordance with
PMBOK and ISO standards would enhance capacity devel-
opment and PMO maturity.

Operational challenges and effectiveness

Although the three institutions face similar operational
challenges, each has issues that are specific to its organiza-
tion.

Table 2. PMO Performance Ratings across Organizations (5-Point Likert Scale).

Overall Mean Score

4.00-Generally, quite effective,
with significant cost and time

4.73-Highly effective; strong in
coordination and resource opti-

4.00-Quite effective in planning

PMO
Challenges Effectiveness
3.44-Frequent challenges including
MPCO leadership turnover, excessive workload,
and poor documentation. savings.
3.24-Frequent operational difficulties due to
CBE bureaucratic rigidity and limited risk plan-
ning mization.
EEU 3.36-High staff turnover and fragmented

communication.

and budgeting; execution con-
strained.
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Contribution

3.92-Considerable contribution, but
limited by governance and
communication gaps.

4.25-Significant contribution to project
execution despite structural constraints.

4.13-Considerable contribution, partic-
ularly in cost control and delivery time-
liness.
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1) MPCO: High workload, lack of signed project charters,

and limited stakeholder collaboration.

2) CBE: Bureaucratic rigidity, economic volatility, and

ineffective risk frameworks.

3) EEU: High staff turnover, fragmented communication,

and cultural resistance to change.

Despite these challenges, all PMOs are perceived to add
significant value, particularly in terms of cost control, sched-
ule adherence, and project coordination.

Table 2 presents the comparative summarizes of perceived
PMO performance based on Likert-scale ratings collected via
survey. Although there were moderately frequent challenges
reported (avg. 3.24 - 3.44), all PMOs received high ratings for
effectiveness (avg.4.00 - 4.73) and contribution (avg. 3.92 -
4.25). Despite structural constraints, CBE's PMO was rated
the most effective overall. These ratings show that, despite
institutional constraints, PMOs in the public sector have a
measurable operational impact, highlighting the potential for
increased maturity through targeted governance, risk man-
agement, and capacity-building initiatives.

4. Conclusion and Recommendations

4.1. Conclusion

This study assessed PMO efficacies in the Ethiopian public
building construction sector. According to the findings, while
PMOs have improved project control and coordination, their
effectiveness is constrained by governance fragmentation,
inconsistent staffing practices, and insufficient capacity de-
velopment. Governance mechanisms are inconsistently ap-
plied, with staffing practices primarily based on experience
rather than competency frameworks. Training programs lack
systematic structure and are not in accordance with globally
‘accepted practices’.

Furthermore, risk management is primarily reactive, with
stakeholder engagement frameworks and institutional learn-
ing processes either fragmented or completely absent. The
organizations under study exhibit characteristics consistent
with OPM3 Level 3 maturity, indicating standardized prac-
tices across core PMBOK knowledge areas. However, they
continue to face challenges in areas such as strategic align-
ment, stakeholder integration, risk management, and
knowledge management.

4.2. Recommendations

Several recommendations are made in light of the study's
findings to improve PMO practices in Ethiopia's public con-
struction sector.

Governance and structure: Implement ISO
21502-compliant governance systems to ensure leadership
continuity and clearly defined mandates.

Staffing and certification: Follow the PMI Talent Triangle's
recommendations for competency-based recruitment and
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professional certifications (e.g., PMP, PMO-CP).

Training and capacity building: Invest in structured train-
ing programs that cover procurement, contract management,
and risk assessment, as outlined in PMBOK and P30 guide-
lines.

Risk and stakeholder management: Adopt ISO 31000 for
proactive risk management and formalize stakeholder en-
gagement processes in accordance with the PMBOK.

Institutional learning: Establish centralized knowledge
management systems and formalize lesson-learning processes
to enhance organizational learning.

Addressing these challenges would enable public-sector
PMOs to evolve from operational support units to strategic
governance platforms, thereby improving project oversight,
execution, and contribution to national development goals.

PMOs in Ethiopia's public sector have a solid foundation,
but they are constrained by structural, procedural, and insti-
tutional barriers. This study highlights the need for targeted
reforms to improve PMO maturity. A shift toward structured
governance, certification-driven staffing, and continuous
learning will not only improve project delivery but will also
contribute to the broader goals of public sector modernization
and infrastructure development.

Abbreviations

CBE Commercial Bank of Ethiopia

CHs Challenges

CoE Center of Excellence

CONTs Contributions

CMM Capability Maturity Model

CRM Customer Relationship Management

Ethio Telecom  Ethiopian Telecommunication

EEU Ethiopian Electric Utility

EFFs Effectiveness

GDP Gross Domestic Products

ISO International Standardization
Organization

MPCO Mega Projects Construction Office

OPM Organizational Project Management

OPM3 Organizational Project Management
Maturity Model

PMBOK Project Management Body of Knowledge

PMI Project Management Institute

PMO Project Management Office

PMO-CP Project Management Office-Certified
Practioner

PMP Project Management Professional

PMMM Project Management Maturity Model

P30 Project, Program, Portfolio Office

RTA Reflexive Thematic Analysis

SEI Software Engineering Institute
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Appendix: Constructs/Variables and
Agreement Scale

This appendix provides additional information on con-
structs/variables: PMO Challenges (CHs), PMO Contribution

(CONTSs), and PMO Effectiveness (EFFs), and the range of
scale used for interpretation on 5-point Likert scale.

Table Al. 5-Point Likert Scale Result Interpretation [CHs].

Likert Scale Interval Difference Interpretation
1 1.00-1.79 0.79 Never

2 1.80-2.59 0.79 Rarely

3 2.60-3.39 0.79 Sometimes

4 3.40-4.19 0.79 Often

5 4.20-5.00 0.79 Very Often

Table A2. 5-Point Likert Scale Result Interpretation [CONTS].

Likert Scale Interval Difference Interpretation

1 1.00-1.79 0.79 No Contribution

2 1.80-2.59 0.79 Little Contribution

3 2.60-3.39 0.79 Some Contribution

4 3.40-4.19 0.79 Considerable Contribution
5 4.20-5.00 0.79 Significant Contribution

Table A3. 5-Point Likert Scale Result Interpretation [EFFs].

Likert Scale Interval Difference Interpretation
1 1.00-1.79  0.79 Not Effective
2 1.80-2.59  0.79 Less Effective
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Likert Scale

Interval Difference Interpretation

2.60-3.39  0.79 Moderately Effective

3.40-4.19  0.79 Quite Effective

4.20-5.00  0.79 Highly Effective
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