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Forward:       Welcome to the journey

You’ve picked up this field guide because you care about how ideas become valuable in your organisation.

Most technology organisations are full of good ideas, capable people, and busy portfolios. Yet value often moves slowly, unevenly, or at 
great human and financial cost. Teams burn energy, leaders lose visibility, and the connection between effort and impact becomes 
blurred.

This guide is an invitation to see technology portfolios differently.

It is not a step-by-step transformation programme, nor a catalogue of frameworks. Instead, it is a field guide—distilled patterns and 
principles that help you understand how portfolios really work, and how they might work better.

Throughout, we explore a simple question: How do ideas move to value?

The chapters that follow are designed to help you:

• See clearly how value flows through your portfolios.

• Understand where ideas stall, drift, or disappear.

• Structure portfolios around outcomes rather than activity.

• Focus attention and investment on what matters most.

• Enable teams to deliver without unnecessary friction or burnout.

• Learn and adapt without becoming trapped in bureaucracy.

• Cultivate a way of working that creates value—for customers, for the organisation, and for the people inside it.

Consider this a companion for navigation, not a prescription 
for change.

This guide is designed to be read actively.

The patterns and principles that follow are not templates to 
copy, but lenses to interpret. Every organisation, team, and 
portfolio exists in a different context, shaped by history, 
culture, constraints, and people. A single universal solution 
would be convenient—but misleading.

With careful thought, reflection, and practice, these 
principles can change how portfolios are seen, discussed, 
and shaped. They are drawn from experience across 
organisations of many sizes and stages, but they are offered 
here as a field guide rather than a prescription.

Think of this book as a companion on a journey from idea to 
value in complex organisations—from possibility to reality, 
from intention to impact, and from concept to outcomes.

If you take only one idea from these pages, let it be this: 
clarity, alignment, and right action matter more than plans, 
static strategies, or good intentions.

Welcome. Let’s begin.

Each chapter is organised to support both understanding and 
practice:

Principles

Core patterns for seeing how portfolios and value flows work.

Examples

Short field notes from real organisations, illustrating how 
these patterns appear in practice.

Guidance

Practical steps to interpret and apply the principles in your 
own context.

Warning signs

Signals that suggest friction, misalignment, or unintended 
consequences.

Reflection prompts

Questions to help you slow down, notice, and think more 
clearly about your portfolio.

Together, these elements are designed to help ideas move to 
value with greater clarity, steadiness, and confidence
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Complexicated       Understanding the challenge

Working in a large technology organisation is complexicated—a blend of the complicated and the complex.

Complicated problems can be analysed, designed, and, with effort, solved. They respond well to process, structure, and engineering. 
Complex problems, however, involve people: perceptions, incentives, politics, emotions, and meaning. They rarely behave as expected, 
and they resist linear solutions.

Much of technology management and leadership focuses on the complicated: processes, requirements, organisational charts, 
ceremonies, and plans. These matter, and we will explore them. But when addressed in isolation—without clarity of direction, 
communication, learning, creativity, and human behaviour—they solve only half the problem.

Large organisations are full of opportunities for improvement. The challenge is not a shortage of problems, but a shortage of clear 
thinking about how value actually emerges.

When faced with complexity, organisations often reach for complex solutions: target operating models, large transformation 
programmes, elaborate frameworks. These can add structure, but they rarely resolve the underlying issue—the distance between ideas 
and realised value.

This guide takes a different stance. Almost everything in an organisation exists to help ideas become valuable. Portfolios, teams, 
processes, and governance are not ends in themselves; they are instruments for turning intention into impact.

Building effective portfolios is difficult, but it need not be complicated. Rather than offering a silver bullet, this field guide introduces a 
simple model grounded in clarity, flow, lenses, and value—tools for seeing the system before attempting to change it.
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Complexicated       Understanding the challenge

The model in this field guide rests on five simple ideas. Together, they help explain how work moves from intention to impact.

Clarity

Without clarity, organisations accumulate confusion, duplication, waste, and misalignment. Clear outcomes, direction, and focus are the 
first conditions for value to emerge.

Funnel

There is always more demand than capacity. A funnel helps filter and channel the work that deserves attention, investment, and energy. It 
is a way of saying yes deliberately—and no with intention.

Flow

Work moves through organisations much like liquid through a funnel. When overloaded, everything slows and people become 
overwhelmed. When flow is managed, value moves steadily from idea to outcome.

Lenses

Lenses create boundaries that help us see the system clearly. They allow leaders and teams to distinguish clarity, alignment, and action, 

rather than collapsing everything into undifferentiated activity.

Value

Value is always external. Everything inside the organisation is cost until it creates impact beyond it. The purpose of portfolios is to move 
ideas to value with as little friction, delay, and waste as possible.

Many organisations attempt to simplify complexity through repeated transformation programmes. Structures are redesigned, tools 
replaced, reporting lines adjusted, and operating models rewritten. These efforts can add order, but they often fail to shorten the distance 
between ideas and realised value.

A value-first stance begins elsewhere. It asks a simple question: How does an idea become valuable here?

Finance, tooling, process, governance, and organisational design exist to serve that question. When they do not, they become overhead.

Delivery, in this sense, is a cycle of wise investment, building, releasing, and learning. Value is created when outcomes change something 
meaningful outside the organisation. Work that does not create value is, by definition, cost.

This is not easy. Politics, incentives, and power structures often complicate the path from idea to value. But portfolios designed around 
value are better positioned to fulfil their purpose: enabling technology that works, creates impact, reduces waste, and improves lives.

This field guide is a companion for that work.
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Value       What is it, and why it matters

The word value is used loosely in organisations. In this guide, it has a precise meaning.

Financial value is always external.

It arises when customers choose to pay for a product or service, or when initiatives lead to measurable revenue growth. This is the 
primary form of value that sustains an organisation. Throughout most of this guide, when we use the word value, we mean external 
financial value.

Other outcomes are often described as value, but they are better understood as necessary internal costs or investments:

Cost reduction

Streamlining processes, reducing inefficiencies, and lowering operational expenses improve financial performance. These are valuable 
outcomes, but they remain internal until they affect external financial results.

License to operate

Compliance, regulation, security, and risk management are essential. They enable the organisation to exist, but they are still costs that 
must be absorbed.

Learning and experiments

Experiments, pilots, and discovery work create knowledge and reduce uncertainty. They generate option value—the ability to make 
better decisions about where to invest next. Learning is not external value, but it is often the fastest path toward it.

In large technology and digital functions, much of the portfolio serves internal teams and business units. 

It is tempting to declare success at the point of shipping. But shipping is not value. Internal delivery is cost until it contributes to 
outcomes that customers care about and will pay for.

To understand value, we often need to trace a chain:

• Externally: financial value realised through customers and markets

• Internally: cost reduction and efficiency

• Internally: compliance and license to operate

• Internally: experiments and learning that enable future value

Ideally many initiatives should be connected, directly or indirectly, to external value. 

Other outcomes may justify the work, but they are not substitutes for it. Clarity about the type of value being pursued helps prioritise 
investment, measure outcomes, and avoid confusing activity with impact.

As you read this guide, assume value refers to external financial value unless stated otherwise. It is what sustains organisations, 
employs people, and creates the freedom to improve the lives of customers. It keeps the business alive.

Define the value you are pursuing clearly. 

Then adapt the principles in this guide to your context.
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The Field Guide       Why it exist

Every organisation, team, and individual faces the same paradox: the future is full of possibility, but the path to it is rarely clear. Ideas 
multiply, initiatives begin, transformations are launched—yet outcomes often fall short.

Strategies remain documents. Innovations stall. Projects begin with energy and falter in delivery. People expend effort trying to make 
sense of complexity, and many burn out in the process.

This field guide exists to cut through that noise. It focuses on the patterns that help ideas become outcomes, and outcomes become 
value. The principles that follow have been shaped by observing what works, what fails, and why—across portfolios of many sizes and 
contexts.

This is not a manual of rigid frameworks or a prescription for transformation. It is a collection of guiding principles you can interpret 
and apply in your own setting—whether you lead a small team, a department, or a portfolio in a global organisation.

Principles, Not Prescriptions

The principles in this guide are simple in statement, but powerful in practice. They reflect a reality often overlooked:

• People shape outcomes just as much as structures.

• Clarity, alignment, and momentum matter more than perfect plans.

• Action generates learning; learning refines strategy.

• Value emerges through execution, iteration, and shipping — but shipping alone is not value.

• Culture is created by behaviours, not statements.

How to Read This Guide

Each principle is explored through:

• Why it matters — the underlying reasoning and patterns.

• What it looks like — signals of success and signs of 
struggle.

• Guidance — ways to interpret and apply the principle in 
practice.

• Warning signs — indicators of friction or misalignment.

• Examples — short field notes from real organisations.

• Reflection prompts — questions to support deliberate 
thinking.

Context Matters

This guide assumes no universal formula and no single 
“best practice.” 

Every organisation is shaped by local context, history, 
constraints, and people. What matters is learning to think 
and see in principles rather than recipes.

By internalising these principles, you gain mental tools to 
navigate complexity, make better decisions, and shorten the 
distance between ideas and realised value—within your own 
context.

The guiding question throughout is simple:

Does this help ideas move smoothly to value, with the right 
people, in a sustainable way that enriches those involved?
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Structure       Lenses & Principles

Lenses and Principles

Managing a portfolio of work can feel overwhelming.

Initiatives multiply, priorities compete, and interdependencies blur. Even experienced leaders can struggle to see the whole system at 
once.

To help navigate this complexity, this guide is structured around lenses—ways of seeing different aspects of a portfolio system—and 
the principles that sit within each lens.

Lenses are not categories for organisation; they are perspectives for understanding. They offer a path through the portfolio journey—
from intent and direction, to delivery and value, to learning and adaptation.

Each lens brings together principles that reinforce one another. Together, they help reveal patterns, highlight common failure modes, 
and offer practical guidance for navigating portfolios.

Some principles may appear to overlap. This is intentional. Portfolios are systems, and systems rarely respond to single, isolated 
levers. Each principle focuses on a core aspect of how ideas move to value.

By viewing portfolios through multiple lenses, you can treat portfolio management as a connected system rather than a series of 
disconnected challenges. Each lens builds on the others, helping you see the bigger picture, make better decisions, and guide initiatives 
toward meaningful outcomes.

Lens 1: Seeing the Portfolio

Every portfolio begins with intent. This 
lens focuses on making that intent 
visible—clarifying direction, shaping 
demand, and structuring how ideas 
move toward value. Vision sets 
direction. 

The funnel prioritises demand. 
Structure defines how work is 
organised and governed. Together, 
they make the path from idea to value 
visible and navigable.

Lens 4: Action – Delivery & Value 
Realisation

This is where ideas become outcomes. 
This lens focuses on enabling flow, 
capturing feedback, and measuring 
impact. 

Delivery, tools, and processes exist to 
move work efficiently toward realised 
value.

Lens 5: Measuring Success – Metrics, 
Risk & Value

You cannot improve what you cannot 
see. 

This lens focuses on metrics, risk, and 
financial signals that make portfolio 
progress visible. 

It supports data-informed decisions 
and tracks movement toward value 
and a healthier workplace.

Lens 6: Improving the portfolio – 
Learning, Culture & Feedback

No portfolio is ever finished. 

This lens focuses on reflection, 
feedback, and learning to improve how 
value is created over time. 

It embeds practices and behaviours 
that make portfolios more adaptive, 
resilient, and effective.

Lens 3: Alignment – From Funded 
Ideas to Action

Funding is only the beginning. 

This lens focuses on refining intent, 
structuring work, and aligning 
initiatives to portfolio outcomes. 

It translates funded ideas into clear, 
coordinated action.

Lens 2: Clarity – From Ideas to Funded 
Initiatives

Not every idea should be funded. 

This lens focuses on filtering demand, 
assessing value, and prioritising 
investment. 

The wide end of the funnel helps 
convert potential opportunities into 
funded, actionable initiatives that 
matter.
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Setting the Scene:       Unlocking Value Through Value-First Thinking

Unlocking Value Through Value-First Thinking

The Spark of Early Delivery

Every organisation begins with energy, agility, and purpose.

In the early days, teams are small, decisions are made close to the work, and people rally around what matters. Ideas move quickly 
from concept to outcome. Work is visible. Feedback is immediate. The organisation thrives on impact.

Shipping is frequent because it must be. Feedback is fast because it is needed. Value is existential: without paying customers, there is 
no business. Agility—moving smoothly and quickly toward meaningful goals—is a natural consequence of focus.

As organisations grow, this flow often dilutes. Teams expand, departments form, roles specialise, and handovers multiply. Decision-
making moves away from the work. Processes become formalised. Governance structures appear.

What once felt fluid becomes fragmented. Ideas encounter gates, approvals, and queues. More people are involved in deciding, fewer in 
doing.

Agility rarely disappears by intent. More often, it is buried beneath layers of structure, functional separation, and well-meaning attempts 
to create control.

The Drift Toward Complexity

Growth introduces a paradox. The structures created to provide control 
often generate confusion, misalignment, and delay.

Teams specialise and form silos. Dependencies multiply. Leaders 
struggle to see where value is actually being created, and by whom. 
Meetings proliferate. Governance forums appear. Decisions move away 
from the work. Goals diverge and priorities conflict.

This is the condition of hidden potential. Energy exists. Capability exists. 
Agility still exists. But alignment to strategic value is lost, and procedural 
friction begins to dominate.

Some control is necessary. Few organisations find the right amount. 
Each failure becomes a new rule, process, or stage gate, gradually 
thickening the organisational fabric.

Over time, attention shifts from outcomes to activity: code commits, 
defects closed, features shipped, tasks completed, budgets spent. 
These signals are easy to measure—but they do not guarantee 
meaningful outcomes or external value.

Mini Case Study: 

A technology company grew from 30 to 500 people in 
three years.

The portfolio of initiatives expanded faster than 
leadership could track. Work that mattered most to 
customers was frequently delayed, while lower-
impact initiatives progressed. Communication 
weakened as headcount increased, and rapid hiring 
diluted shared norms and working practices.

Investor pressure accelerated delivery timelines. 
Quality suffered. Rework increased.

In response, executives introduced stage gates, 
portfolio reviews, governance forums, and 
departmental budgeting controls. These changes 
were well-intentioned, but they increased friction and 
slowed delivery further.

The organisation remained busy—but much of that 
activity was misaligned with customer value, or 
stalled before outcomes were realised.



11 The Tech Portfolio Field Guide

The Human and Organisational Cost

The cost of misaligned portfolios is not only operational; it is human.

Teams become overloaded and fragmented, switching context constantly as demand arrives from multiple directions. Priorities blur. 
Attention disperses.

Leaders struggle to see progress clearly or influence outcomes meaningfully. Talent disengages. Innovation slows. Time, energy, and 
attention are consumed by activity, yet strategic impact remains elusive.

Work is completed, but value is uneven. Costs rise, delays accumulate, and delivery becomes a slow, effortful process rather than a 
steady flow.

Mini Case Study: 

In a large technology function, 
multiple teams delivered high-
quality work. At the portfolio level, 
however, priorities were 
misaligned.

Teams invested significant effort, 
yet client satisfaction plateaued. 
Over time, four separate mobile 
applications were built to serve a 
single end customer. Customers 
struggled to understand why 
multiple apps were required.

Teams became frustrated by 
duplicated effort and missed 
opportunities for collaboration. 
Alignment and clarity were absent, 
even though delivery quality was 
high.

Leadership concluded that the 
issue was not execution capability. 
It was visibility, dependency 
management, prioritisation, and 
portfolio-level alignment.

Recognising the Patterns

Hidden inefficiencies tend to appear in predictable patterns:

• Decisions are delayed due to unclear outcomes and priorities.

• Decision-making moves upward into governance forums or senior 
leadership, away from the work.

• Teams operate in isolation, unaware of dependencies and system-wide 
effects.

• High-value initiatives do not consistently receive the focus or resources 
they require.

• Portfolio reviews and metrics provide snapshots, not trends or actionable 
insight.

• Reviews focus on financial status or delivery status, rarely both together.

• “Watermelon” reporting is common—green on the outside, red underneath.

• Activities are difficult to connect to external value.

• Costs increase, eroding margins and constraining future investment.

• Delivery becomes slow unless people bypass process and informal 
workarounds emerge.

These symptoms are common in growing and large organisations. They 
emerge naturally as complexity increases—often disguised as control, rigour, 
and due diligence.

They are rarely caused by lack of effort or poor intent. 

More often, portfolios are not being used strategically, managed coherently, or 
organised as systems of value. Confusion accumulates, and reliable insight 
becomes difficult to obtain.

* Watermelon Reporting is when the RAG 
status on slide decks, reports, emails and 
updates says everything is ok (Green on the 
outside), but in reality the portfolio is 
struggling to deliver and needs help (Red on 
the inside). 
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A shift in perspective       Value-First portfolio management

Value-First portfolio management

Unlocking hidden potential begins with a shift in perspective: portfolios exist to move ideas to value—smoothly and deliberately.

Every initiative should be judged by the outcomes it creates. Effort, cost, and speed matter, but only in service of value. Organisations 
often become more efficient at delivering the wrong things, optimising ineffective processes, or pursuing activity that looks good on 
paper but changes little in reality.

A value-first stance asks a different question: Which initiatives will create the most meaningful outcomes for customers and the 
organisation?

A software company previously prioritised initiatives based on estimated effort. They shifted to a value-first approach, asking which 
initiatives would deliver the greatest benefit to users and the business. Within weeks, the portfolio was simplified. Fewer, higher-impact 
initiatives received focus. Delivery accelerated, and strategic clarity returned.

What Value-First Enables

By placing idea-to-value at the centre, organisations can:

• Clarify priorities and reduce wasted effort

• Align teams around strategic outcomes

• Make investment decisions with confidence

• Increase motivation and engagement

• Cancel portfolios that do not create meaningful value

• Decline low-value initiatives, regardless of seniority or origin

The Funnel and Lenses

To channel effort effectively, this guide introduces a simple visual model: the funnel.

The funnel captures all potential work, filters and prioritises demand, and focuses organisational time, energy, and attention on the 
initiatives most likely to create value. It is a way of making idea-to-value visible.
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In the next chapter, we explore the funnel in detail and how it supports deliberate prioritisation and flow.

The Role of Principles

With this context—the drift from early energy to complexity, the human and organisational cost of misalignment, and the power of 
value-first thinking—the principles in this guide become practical tools.

They provide guidance on:

• Structuring portfolios and initiatives

• Making prioritisation and investment decisions

• Aligning teams and leadership around shared intent

• Embedding reflection, learning, and continuous improvement

Each principle addresses a common portfolio challenge and offers practical guidance for interpretation and application in your context.

Unlocking Hidden Potential

This field guide is not a methodology. It is a way of seeing.

By understanding how portfolios drift, applying value-first thinking, and using the funnel and lenses to navigate complexity, 
organisations can release trapped energy, restore focus, and move ideas to value with clarity and purpose.
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What is a portfolio?       And, what are portfolio initiatives?

Portfolios and Initiatives

Portfolios

A portfolio is the collection of technology investment and activity that supports a defined area of the business.

The anchor point for a portfolio should be where value is created, not an organisational chart or reporting line. Common portfolio anchors 
include:

• Business domains (e.g. Sales, Customer Service, Finance, Supply Chain)

• Service lines or capabilities (e.g. Payments, Data, Platforms)

• Value streams (the end-to-end flow from customer intent to realised outcome, spanning multiple systems and teams)

The label matters less than the principle: portfolios should follow the flow of value, not internal structure, functions, or regions.

The Portfolio as a Funnel

Think of a portfolio as a funnel. It contains ideas, funded initiatives, and the activity required to deliver outcomes in that domain or stream.

A portfolio should include all spend associated with that area:

• Investment (CapEx)

• Ongoing operational costs (OpEx)

Portfolio Initiatives

Within each portfolio sit Portfolio Initiatives—distinct pots of funding allocated to specific purposes.

Funding secured 
from the business

All activity to 
realise the value is 
contained in the 
portfolio initiative

Work is orientated 
around a Portfolio 
Initiative
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Key principles:

One Portfolio Initiative = one pot of money

Each initiative has a clear purpose, scope, and expected value

All work must trace back to its funding source

Example

In a portfolio aligned to Business Unit Y:

• One Portfolio Initiative funds a new platform build (CapEx).

• Another funds licences and technical support (OpEx).

• A third funds an application and ongoing data engineering (CapEx + OpEx).

Each initiative is self-contained: one purpose, one scope, one traceable link to activity and value.

Why This Matters

Structured portfolios:

• Make the chain funding → activity → value visible

• Reduce duplication across regions or teams

• Build coherent expertise around domains, services, or streams

They help leaders answer:

• Are we investing wisely?

• What value is being created?

• What does this portfolio cost to run?

Poorly structured portfolios obscure value. 

Aligned portfolios make spend, activity, and outcomes visible.

Summary

• A Portfolio contains all technology spend for a business domain, service line, or value stream (CapEx + OpEx).

• A Portfolio Initiative is a single funding pot with a defined purpose, scope, and value intent.

• Portfolios may contain many initiatives; each initiative funds only its defined work.

• Portfolios are funnels. Initiatives are buckets. Together they make investment and outcomes visible.
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The Funnel       Visualising idea to value

The Funnel – Visualising idea to value

This visual model helps make the journey from idea to value visible within a technology portfolio. The principles that follow describe 
how to bring this funnel to life in practice.

You may choose a different visual metaphor. The funnel is used here because it highlights three lenses on the flow from idea to value, 
and clarifies how different roles engage with different parts of that flow.

The funnel shows how work moves from a broad field of possibility to a narrow set of realised outcomes. It supports filtering, 
prioritisation, and deliberate delivery. Everyone plays a role: shaping demand, funding initiatives, defining outcomes, delivering 
solutions, and realising value.

Most organisations have more potential work than capacity or funding. The funnel makes explicit that everything must be filtered—
ideas into funded initiatives, funded initiatives into tangible outcomes—using strategy, data, and deliberate decision-making.

When filtering is weak, portfolios bloat. Priorities blur. Delivery stalls. Financial visibility declines. Value slows.

Let’s explore each part of the funnel.

Wide End — The Clarity Lens on What We Could Do

At the wide end of the funnel sits everything we could do: ideas, requests, experiments, compliance needs, strategic ambitions, and 
opportunities. In a healthy organisation this list is always larger than available funding and capacity.

This stage exists to create clarity. Demand is captured from across the organisation and customers, and critical questions are asked:

• Should we do this?

• Must we do this?

• What problem or opportunity does this address?

• Does it align with strategy and improve life for customers?

• What does it cost, what return do we expect, and what are we saying no to?

Decisions should be evidence-based, not driven by advocacy, politics, or presentation skill. The outcome is a smaller, funded set of 
Portfolio Initiatives.

Lifetime cost must be considered. Initial investment is only part of the story. Running, hosting, licensing, supporting, and evolving 
technology creates ongoing cost. Many organisations underestimate this and accumulate significant structural expense by never 
retiring systems.
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Middle — The Alignment Lens on What We Will Do

As the funnel narrows, funded ideas become Portfolio Initiatives—each a defined pot of funding committed to an expected outcome of 
value.

At this stage, intent is clear, funding is committed, and leadership is aligned. Detailed plans are not yet required, but commitment is.

We are doing this. We expect this return. It will take approximately this long. This is the broad solution and the funding committed.

From Big Ideas to Tangible Outcomes

Once funded, initiatives are decomposed into tangible outcomes: features, prototypes, architecture, customer journeys, and release 
plans.

The aim is to convert intent into incremental outcomes that can be reviewed, learned from, and adapted.
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Quarterly (or Shorter) Commitments

At least once per quarter, teams should commit to delivering concrete outcomes:

• a feature

• a prototype

• a working system

• a release

These commitment points align funding cycles with learning cycles and can be shortened to accelerate feedback.

Why Checkpoints Matter

Regular outcomes and reviews:

• make progress visible to customers

• provide leaders with evidence to assess value

• enable decisions to pivot, stop, extend funding, or plan the next phase

Getting Started

Begin by defining your first commitment cycle. Break ideas into sequenced outcomes and bundle them into releases. Each checkpoint 
is an opportunity to learn, adapt, and realign funding with value.

Example — From Initiative to Quarterly Commitments

A Portfolio Initiative to build a new platform for Business Y might be funded at £10m.

• The initiative is decomposed into multiple outcome streams.

• A subset is bundled into the next quarterly commitment.

• Outcomes for the first quarter include a path to live, core architecture, data structure, localisation, and user experience.

These outcomes are reviewed at quarter end to assess progress, value trajectory, and next-phase funding decisions.

Mini Case Study — Incremental Value Delivery

A funded data platform initiative was decomposed into outcome bundles. Early commitments focused on high-risk areas and proof of 
value. Quarterly showcases engaged customers and stakeholders, generating feedback and guiding subsequent investment decisions.

Breakpoints enabled financial review, delivery assessment, and realignment of funding toward emerging value.

Work We Are Doing — The Narrow End

At the narrow end of the funnel, teams design, build, test, and deploy. Here, flow matters. Stable teams pull prioritised, clearly defined 
work and convert intent into working solutions that customers can use.

This is where technology becomes value.

The Funnel Is Not Linear

The funnel is not a waterfall or stage-gate bureaucracy. It is a visual model for flow.

Ideas are funded, decomposed into outcomes, delivered, and learned from. Learnings feed back into prioritisation, funding, planning, 
and strategy.
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In practice, the funnel is a continuous loop of learning, funding, and delivery, often on a quarterly heartbeat.

Key Questions at Each Stage

• Is this work still worth funding?

• Is expected value emerging?

• Should we stop, pivot, or invest more?

Continuous Feedback

Feedback is the heartbeat of the funnel. Without it, portfolios drift into waste and delay.

Effective feedback tracks:

• Value realised or expected

• Cost versus value

• Team health

• Customer outcomes

• Organisational viability

Stopping work that does not deliver value is healthy. Feedback enables learning, alignment, and adaptive funding decisions.

Why This Matters

Everything in the funnel is cost until value is realised externally. Compliance, safety, and risk reduction may justify investment, but the 
goal remains the same: move from idea to value smoothly, deliberately, and with clarity.

Mini Case Study — Restoring Flow

In a portfolio of 1,500 people, work stalled at 75% completion as teams switched constantly between incoming requests. Value delivery 
was low and morale was declining.

Using the funnel model, funding was connected to initiatives, activity was decomposed and prioritised, unfunded work removed, and 
reporting automated.

Results included improved delivery effectiveness, increased outcomes, higher morale, and a clear line of sight from funding to value.
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Cadence       An annual view

The visual below illustrates how multiple portfolios may run in parallel within a complex technology function. The funnel described earlier 
represents a single portfolio; in practice, organisations operate many such funnels side by side.

This example uses an annual financial planning cycle grouped into quarterly rhythms, typical of large enterprises. Your organisation may 
operate differently—adapt the cadence to your context.

Key Cadences and Governance Moments

1. Organisational Budget Process (OBP) – Ideas may be shaped continuously, but funding is often approved annually through a formal 
budget cycle. Once budgets are locked, introducing new work becomes difficult. Equally, initiatives are rarely stopped—even when 
value is unlikely—because funding has already been allocated.

2. Quarterly Business Reviews (QBR) – A senior leadership lens, often led by the CEO and executive team. QBRs require clear, accurate 
data and are where major decisions are made: stopping work, intervening, reallocating funding, or addressing emerging risks and 
cost pressures.

3. Quarterly Portfolio Reviews (QPR) – Working sessions at the portfolio level, involving teams, customers, and stakeholders. QPRs 
review progress against funded initiatives, plan upcoming outcomes, surface risks, and incorporate customer feedback. Scheduling 
QPRs before or after QBRs helps ensure information flows coherently. Combining dependent portfolios can be useful, but large-scale 

portfolio forums quickly become expensive and unwieldy. 

4. Monthly heartbeat – Within each quarter, a monthly cadence supports prioritisation, alignment, and improvement at portfolio, 
initiative, and team levels. Some teams operate shorter delivery cycles, but monthly alignment often works well in complex 
environments. For example, January and February may focus on monthly alignment, with March reserved for the Quarterly Portfolio 
Review.

5. Cadence – This example follows a January–December cycle. Adjust timing and naming to match your financial calendar and 
organisational rhythms.

6. Other governance – Many additional forums and reviews may exist. The key question is simple: do they help ideas move to value, or 
do they slow that journey?



21 The Tech Portfolio Field Guide

About This Guide and the Cultivated Library

This field guide is part of the Cultivated Library — a growing body of work exploring how ideas become valuable through clarity, 
communication, learning, and creativity in modern organisations.

The Foundations Edition focuses on how to see technology portfolios:

how ideas flow to value, where friction accumulates, and how portfolios can be structured around outcomes rather than activity. (This 
page is where the Foundation Edition finishes).

The Studio Edition extends this guide with further implementation and guiding detail:

principles, maturity models, templates, Agile PMO guidance and practical operating guidance for leaders and teams who want to apply 
these ideas in practice.

Think of this guide as a map.

The Studio Edition is the operating manual.

About Cultivated

Cultivated is a modern library for better work.

We publish field guides, essays, tools, and experiments that help organisations reduce the distance between idea and value—without 
losing sight of the human experience of work.

Explore the library here.- https://www.cultivatedmanagement.com/start-here

About the Studio Edition

The Studio Edition includes:

• Portfolio operating principles

• Implementation patterns and maturity models

• Agile PMO guidance

It is designed for leaders, managers, and teams who want to move from conceptual clarity to operational practice.

All studio members have quarterly seminars, calls, and behind-the-scenes notes and access to a library of content and guides.

Editor’s note:

This guide is intended as a living document. 

The Library and Studio layers will continue to evolve as new patterns emerge.

Rob Lambert publishes the Cultivated Library and works with a small number of organisations each year as a thinking partner on 
clarity, portfolios, and organisational systems.

Legal Disclaimer

This guide is provided for informational and educational purposes only. It reflects general observations and principles and does not 
constitute professional advice.

The content is not intended as legal, financial, operational, or organisational consulting advice, and should not be relied upon as a 
substitute for professional guidance tailored to your specific circumstances.

While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, Cultivated and the author make no representations or warranties regarding the 
completeness, accuracy, or applicability of the information contained in this guide.

To the fullest extent permitted by law, Cultivated and the author disclaim any liability for loss or damage arising from the use of, or 
reliance on, the information contained in this publication. This field guide is intended as a framework for thinking, not a prescription for 
action. Readers should adapt the ideas to their own context and seek appropriate professional advice where necessary.


