
8 Key Steps 
to Setting Up 
a Retail PMO  



etailers today must navigate a variety of complicated and compounding challenges - digital 
disruption, supply chain complexity, and changing consumer expectations, just to name a 
few. Success in this landscape depends not only on carefully considered strategies but also 

on the execution of transformational initiatives.  

Such programs require detailed collaboration from teams across the entire organization – 
commercial buyers, Point-of-Sale tech, store-front operations – which can be difficult to coordinate. 
Enter the Project Management Office (PMO): a critical enabler for delivering strategic initiatives on 
time, within budget, and aligned with evolving business needs. 

In this article, we will share a practical roadmap for setting up a high-impact retail PMO. 

 Define the PMO Vision and Strategy 

Before standing up a PMO and throwing resources at projects, it’s essential to clarify the role the 
PMO should play – what should its goal be? Is it to coordinate omnichannel rollouts, accelerate 
eCommerce upgrades, or enhance store technology adoption? Whatever the case may be, the 
PMO’s mission should be tightly aligned with business objectives. 

Here are a few ways to define the PMO’s mission: 

▪ Support: advisors that helps “fill in the blanks” and keep projects on track 
▪ Control: set and enforce the standards for project execution 
▪ Direct: hands-on leaders that drive projects from concept through delivery 

There is no “one-size fits all” approach to defining the PMO. Each organization should select an 
orientation for the PMO that reflects the culture and needs of their teams. However, all PMOs should 
measure themselves on clearly articulated business outcomes, not just managing projects. 
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 Secure Executive Sponsorship and Buy-In 

An effective PMO must have the backing of executive support. Legitimizing the PMO with buy-in and 
messaging from leadership ensures that functional teams see the PMO as a catalyst for their project 
objectives.  

To secure that sponsorship, it’s essential to articulate the PMO's value in terms of concrete business 
outcomes, like greater operational efficiency, sales growth, and increased customer retention, rather 
than abstract project jargon. A reliable approach for this is identifying champions across commercial 
buyer, store-front operations, POS IT, and finance teams who can advocate for the PMO’s mission 
and help leadership see who will own and drive these outcomes. 

 Establish PMO Scope, Structure, & Governance 

The scope, structure, and governance of the PMO should be consistent and transparent to guarantee 
that the organization knows what to expect from the PMO. From the outset, be sure to specify which 
project types will fall under PMO oversight.  

Whether they’re enterprise programs, channel initiatives, or tech deployments, it’s key that people 
know what to expect from the PMO. With scope defined, PMO teams should consider the right 
operating model. Given the culture and ways of working, each organization can find the right 
approach: 

▪ Centralized: a single, central PMO that orchestrates and oversees all projects across the 
organization 

▪ Decentralized: PMO functions are distributed and embedded within specific departments 
and business units 

▪ Hybrid: a combination of both centralized and decentralized models, allowing for a mix of 
central oversight and distributed management 

And perhaps most importantly, the PMO needs a clear governance framework that supports 
disciplined delivery. Building regular processes for PMO operations is crucial to not only the practical 
success of initiatives but also how the PMO is viewed by functional teams - as a partner and driver, 
not task masters and auditors. The best partner is a predictable one that provides stability, allowing 
projects to be complicated but not chaotic. Some essential governance steps include: 

▪ Defined decision rights and escalation paths  
▪ Regular reporting cadence and stage gate checkpoints  
▪ Integrated dashboards for portfolio visibility  
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 Develop Standard Processes and Methodologies 

With the big-picture PMO structure and governance determined, it’s 
time to consider the day-to-day. What should standard processes 
and methodologies look like? In retail, the ability to quickly adapt to 
changing customer preferences and the latest trends is essential. 
However, establishing standard processes is key to minimizing the 
friction created by projects while maximizing the productivity of 
resources. 

Organizations should adopt methodologies that best suit their ways 
of working, ideally based on existing communication and workflow 
styles. Businesses should consider the following:

▪ Choose the appropriate workflow structure 
◦ Traditional (Waterfall): the PMO supports extensive 

upfront planning with detailed documentation of 
scope, schedule, budget, and risks  

◦ Agile: the PMO provides time-blocks (sprints) and 
flexible plans for self-organizing teams to deliver 
project goals with little top-down direction 

◦ Hybrid: the PMO approaches projects on a 
case-by-case basis, tailoring the workflow structure 
based on project objectives and teams’ ways of 
working 

▪ Deploy standardized tools, like report templates, RAID 
logs, and roadmaps  

▪ Customize processes for the retail environment 
(industry-specific KPIs, speed-to-market focus, rapid 
iteration for customer-facing projects) 

Pro-Tip: Invest in quality tools and documentation. The better 
these standards look and the easier they are to use, the more they 
will be embraced by users. User-friendly tools and documentation 
make it easy for the PMO to get the information it needs.

 Build the Right Team 

Like any team, the PMO is only as good as its people. Be sure to 
staff your PMO with the right mix of roles:  

▪ Portfolio Managers: keep projects aligned with wider 
business strategies and goals 

▪ Project Managers: maintain scope, timeline, and budget 
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▪ PMO Analysts: track KPIs, lend functional support to initiatives 
▪ Change Managers: minimize growing pains and maximize ROI from new processes 

Investing in your PMO team through certifications like PMP or Agile can ensure your team is trained 
in effective project management methodology. Furthermore, organizations may consider leveraging 
the expertise and experience of external sources. Strategic hires or consulting partners can provide 
the practical know-how necessary to organize and launch successful PMOs.  

 Leverage Technology Effectively 

Downstream of the right processes and people, a strong PMO needs powerful project and portfolio 
management (PPM) tools. We recommend seeking platforms that offer real-time project tracking, 
automated workflows, and stakeholder collaboration. Dynamic technology will allow the PMO to be 
proactive enabler rather than reactive resource. 

Consider solutions like Smartsheet, Airtable, Monday.com, Jira, ServiceNow, or MS Project – 
prioritizing any that the organization is already comfortable with. Whichever technology you choose, 
remember to match it to your people and processes. 

 Establish Metrics for Measuring PMO Success  

Effective PMOs do not simply check boxes and track against timelines – they hold themselves and 
project teams accountable to meaningful KPIs that relate to business outcomes, including: 

▪ On-time and on-budget delivery rates  
▪ Benefits realized (e.g., store openings, sales numbers, IT issue volumes)  
▪ Stakeholder satisfaction  
▪ Time-to-market for new initiatives 

Turning this data into regular reports ensures that project teams are held to objective, shared 
standards based on empirical goals. Another benefit of such metrics is that teams can clearly see the 
measure of their success over time through statistics and visualizations, which are often more 
impactful than qualitative measures. 
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 Pilot, Learn, Scale 

Effective PMOs don’t launch at full scale, nor should they. Pilot programs should be used to identify 
organizational nuances and calibrate the parameters of the PMO. Once small-scale success is 
achieved, the PMO can be scaled accordingly to take on wider and more numerous initiatives. We 
recommend: 

▪ Running a pilot in one area (e.g., a new POS rollout or digital platform deployment)  
▪ Refining processes, tools, and governance based on earnest feedback from teams 
▪ Taking time – it’s better to slowly develop a PMO that deeply reflects the organization than 

it is to hastily launch a PMO that fails to meet teams where they are 

Final Thoughts 

When designed thoughtfully, a retail PMO can transform how initiatives are planned and executed - 
driving faster, smarter, and transformative business improvements. By building a PMO with clear 
vision, strong governance, the right technology, and measurable results, businesses equip 
themselves with the adaptability and dynamism required to sustain competitive advantage. 

Ready to evolve your PMO into a high-impact strategic partner? Clarkston can help. Learn more 
about our retail PMO services. 
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A B O U T  C L A R K S T O N  C O N S U L T I N G
Businesses across the retail industry partner with Clarkston Consulting to enhance strategic decision-making, 

improve operational efficiencies, implement new technologies, and promote business growth and market 

diversification. Leveraging deep functional and industry expertise, our people discover, design, and deliver 

solutions that fit your business, your goals, and your future. At Clarkston, your purpose is our purpose.

For more information about how we can help your company, please contact us.
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