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Introduction 

Portfolio administrators often find themselves overseeing large 
customer program budgets, with responsibility for building out 
extensive structures and processes to effectively meet regulatory 
and other goals.

Given the size, scale, and complexity of these portfolios, administrators tend to find 
themselves building large teams and extensive processes to support customer program 
portfolio management and tracking. It’s a massive undertaking, to be sure. Yet it’s still 
surprising that this vast undertaking too often lacks a comprehensive, systematized 
approach. With appropriate planning that accounts for each step and potential hurdle, 
portfolio administration can be easily managed.

In this guide, we’ll outline the steps to take in building, launching, managing and evaluating 
a program portfolio. Given the scope of this process, these recommendations will not be 
exhaustive, but will highlight the areas where customer portfolio management commonly 
faces setbacks or where careful implementation is absolutely critical. 

By standardizing best practices, and beginning portfolio planning with clear sight of the end 
in mind, portfolio administrators can effectively build the right mix of programs to meet 
their goals and successfully address any challenges that come their way.
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The first step administrators must take to build a successful portfolio 
of programs is to consider the end result.

Identifying clear portfolio goals, as well as clear metrics for measuring the progress toward 
these goals, is a critical element in driving the success of virtually every aspect of portfolio 
development and management.

Because each program will be constructed to achieve different parts of the overall portfolio 
goals, it’s important to have clarity about the outcomes you want to see before beginning 
to plan any part of your individual programs. Once goal posts have been identified, useful 
metrics must be in place to define milestones, quantify progress and determine when it may 
be necessary to rethink a certain program element. Without this clarity, portfolios run the 
risk of failure or, perhaps worse yet, run to conclusion without generating useful results.

Identifying Portfolio Goals

While programs tend to target a single objective, portfolios may have a broad range of goals 
to meet. Portfolio goals may stem from regulatory, legislative, or system needs. While these 
broad guidelines can help in establishing a big picture objective, it’s important to further 
define goals in terms of the specific outcomes intended from activity across the portfolio. 
The more specific administrators can be about intended deliverables, the easier it becomes 
to build an integrated portfolio of programs that address all of these expectations. Defining 
these outcomes early will also enable the establishment of the right metrics to measure 
progress forward.

CHAPTER 1:

Setting Clear Goals and Metrics to 
Drive Portfolio Success
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C H A P T E R  1 :  Setting Clear Goals and Metrics to Drive Portfolio Success 

In addition to setting goals around portfolio results, administrators can set goals for how 
to achieve these results. For example, many utilities are focusing on diversity, equity and 
inclusion goals as a way to address deep systemic environmental and social justice gaps. 
This focus is being incorporated into regulatory requirements and, consequently, into 
utility portfolio goals. So as utilities work to meet specific energy efficiency goals, they may 
also consider setting goals to target savings for low-income households or disadvantaged 
communities, building jobs for disadvantaged groups, or prioritizing expenditures in areas 
with higher pollution levels to minimize air quality impacts.  

In either case, clarity about the expected outcomes is critical. Murky portfolio goals can 
quickly derail any progress. As a case in point, a statewide goal to “install more solar panels” 
might result in more solar panels, but it could also have unexpected outcomes. Only a small 
part of electricity supply would be decarbonized and overall rates might increase. A better 
goal here might be to “decarbonize electricity supply” or “grow daytime solar generation in 
certain regions to a specific number.” This might allow companies to incorporate into their 
goals other equipment that could increase grid value, such as integrated energy efficiency 
during certain hours, load flexibility measures that shift demand, or even battery storage. 

Focusing on all desired outcomes—and considering potential undesired outcomes—will  
be critical in ensuring customer buy-in during program implementation. 

Establishing Performance Metrics  

Once portfolio goals are established, it’s time to define metrics that will allow administrators 
to measure progress and gauge the effectiveness of each program. Tracking progress 
toward defined milestones lets administrators know when it may be necessary to make 
changes to a program in order to meet the intended portfolio goals.

Of course, having clear goals in place makes it easier to develop the right metrics. As 
noted above, unclear goals can derail a program, but they can also muddy attempts to 
track progress. As a case in point, a utility seeking to measure the progress of an electric 
residential lighting program may consider gauging success based on annual kWh savings. 
However, this metric may be too broad to be useful to track progress toward overall 
portfolio goals. Achieving widespread kWh savings may provide little value to a utility  
trying to mitigate the risks of a freeze in Texas or a wildfire in California. For this scenario,  
a more effective way of measuring progress toward energy-efficiency goals may be to 
target energy usage at specific substations at certain times of the day over the course of 
the year. Quantifying the grid value of the energy efficiency measure as a function of when 
the savings occur on a 24/7 basis, rather than total annual energy savings, might be a better 
breakdown for tracking a program’s usefulness.
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C H A P T E R  1 :  Setting Clear Goals and Metrics to Drive Portfolio Success 

Countless metrics can be useful and, in many instances, organizations find they have to 
develop their own measurement systems. In a recent California Public Utilities Commission 
(CPUC) Decision, California defined a new metric called the Total System Benefits, which 
determines the financial value of energy efficiency measures based on load profiles, energy 
savings, grid impacts, and greenhouse gas reductions. This metric helps the CPUC and other 
stakeholders track progress toward portfolio goals that include developing high-quality 
energy-efficiency programs that reduce greenhouse gas emissions in line with state climate 
and energy goals while responding to customer needs and market dynamics. 

For its part, Google tracks a metric it calls the Carbon Free Energy (CFE) Score to gauge 
progress toward its goal of achieving 100% carbon-free energy. The CFE Score measures  
the degree to which each hour of electricity consumption on a given regional grid is matched 
with CFE on an hourly basis.

While there is no limit to how goals are measured, the key here is clarity. By beginning  
with the end in mind, portfolio administrators can develop a clear framework to ensure  
their success. 

https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/Published/G000/M385/K864/385864616.PDF
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/Published/G000/M385/K864/385864616.PDF
https://pda.energydataweb.com/api/view/2530/DRAFT%20TSB%20Tech%20Guidance%20080921.pdf
https://www.gstatic.com/gumdrop/sustainability/24x7-carbon-free-energy-methodologies-metrics.pdf
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Moving a portfolio toward its objectives can be a long and arduous 
process, potentially taking years to complete and involving multiple 
partners. To ensure that everyone is on the same page for how to 
achieve portfolio goals, 

it is critical that administrators establish a framework for launching, managing, and closing 
the portfolio. With a structured framework, that includes flexible contracts, standardized 
processes, and a system for tracking progress, portfolio administrators can weather all 
manner of challenges and see their portfolio move forward in achieving its goals. 

Use Contracts To Align Goals With Scope Of Work 

A portfolio administrator will oversee a broad pool of programs, each of which will have its 
own individual goals. To ensure all of these programs work together and achieve the overall 
portfolio objectives, administrators must carefully build out independent contracts that tie 
program activities and outcomes to the overall portfolio outcomes and objectives. Tying 
payment to the advancement of specific outcomes is one way to ensure this connection. 
This is one more reason it is critical to define the portfolio goals and milestones upfront,  
so that administrators can incorporate these elements within implementers’ contracts 
and tie payments to performance. Of course, the definition of “performance” must also be 
aligned, from both the administrator’s and program implementer’s perspectives. 

Contracts must also be written in a way that demonstrates the administrator will support 
the fixed, core costs of operating the program. This is particularly important if there 
are regulatory compliance or general reporting requirements that the utility or other 
organization must perform. These fixed costs do not require the same level of risk-taking  
as variable costs.

CHAPTER 2:

Creating a Framework to Support 
Portfolio Progress
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C H A P T E R  2 :  Creating a Framework to Support Portfolio Progress 

A major element often missing from program contracts is that they must be mutually 
beneficial for both the portfolio administrator and implementer. This can be a challenge  
for utilities, for example, that are used to writing contracts for power plants or other assets. 
Typically, these contracts tend to be heavy with restrictive terms and conditions. Because 
these contracts are more the norm for utilities, focused on buying power, they run the  
risk of viewing program implementers as a power resource, rather than as a key part of  
their customer service team. It’s important to recognize in writing these contracts that 
programs focus on providing services, rather than assets, and so contract terms should  
be very different.

A key difference is that contracts should allow room for flexibility in how programs are 
implemented. Contracts that allow little room for flexibility or adaptability in how milestones 
are achieved, can set programs up for failure. If something isn’t working as anticipated,  
the implementer should be able to discuss with the administrator changes to realign 
program theory and methodology to better meet the program’s intended outcomes  
and the portfolio’s goals. If this discussion process is systematically included in contracts, 
changes can be more easily made and administrators can better steer the portfolio in  
a direction that achieves success.  

Standardize Processes and Procedures   

While flexibility is key for contracts, standardization is important in developing processes 
and procedures to launch and manage programs. Consistency will make it easier to launch 
and track each program in the portfolio from implementation through completion, no 
matter what hurdles may stand in the way.

Standard processes should be defined for everyone participating in the program, from  
staff managing the program to engineers or processors and customers. Ideally, these 
processes and procedures would be defined while still negotiating contracts. This ensures 
that all stakeholders are aligned and understand the expectations to be met. This also 
will help transition knowledge in the event of staff turnover, allowing programs to move 
smoothly forward.

Standardized processes should detail the steps required to launch, manage and close  
out a program; requirements around quality control; regulations that must be observed; 
what series of contracts partners must sign; the types of agreements to use with  
customers; and the conditions that must be met for customers to receive incentives,  
among other requirements.
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C H A P T E R  2 :  Creating a Framework to Support Portfolio Progress 

Create A User-friendly System To Track Progress   

Once processes are standardized, it’s important to have a system in place for tracking 
program implementation. Typically, an IT system will be used to collect user data and allow 
portfolio administrators to track program and project status. Unfortunately, IT integration 
is a critical piece of portfolio management that doesn’t get nearly enough upfront attention 
from portfolio administrators. When administrators do not standardize processes into clear 
business requirements, IT system integrators are often left to set up a system for a process 
that is not clearly defined for the software. This is a significant challenge, because a simple 
system with an established approach to responding to user problems will support buy-in 
from all stakeholders.

When standardizing processes, the portfolio administrator should define all of the business 
requirements that will be utilized within the IT platform so they can be aligned with the 
system architecture. To support a user-friendly IT system, it’s important to clearly define  
the key steps to success, system limitations, and requirements to meet if something goes 
wrong in the system. 

Developing clear guidelines, processes and systems upfront will help smooth over many 
potential challenges to program implementation, as we’ll see in Chapter 3. 
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With clear goals in mind, and a framework for moving forward 
in place, launching a portfolio of programs should be relatively 
seamless. In fact, potentially, only one new element can spoil a  
well-planned program launch: the customers and accounts that  
are being targeted for participation.

With the right advance planning, a program launch can serve as more than just an 
opportunity to meet energy or other goals. It is, for many organizations, a rare chance  
to build a reputation for excellent customer service. A smooth program launch can have  
a major impact on an organization’s image, so it’s important to account for customer service  
in rolling out your portfolio. 

Provide Clear Directions For Launch  

Whether one company or fifty manages programs within the portfolio, a clear plan for 
launch is critical. By folding program launch planning into the program development phase, 
portfolio administrators can provide program implementers with clear instruction. The 
alternative—having implementers redo this planning work from scratch—allows room for 
error and can lengthen the planning timeline.

The plan for program launch should include details that will help align program procedures 
and policies across the entire portfolio. The plan should also include any forms and 
agreements that customers will need to sign. For implementers, the launch plan should 
also outline training on the IT system and step-by-step instructions on how to roll out the 
program and manage reporting.

CHAPTER 3:

Launching a Program with a Priority 
on Customer Service
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C H A P T E R  3 :  Launching a Program with a Priority on Customer Service 

Plan The Connection With Customers

Administrators may be launching portfolios of customer-facing and ratepayer-funded 
programs. Each of these programs is an opportunity for administrators to impact their 
image with customers or the costs to ratepayers—for good and bad. By considering 
each program as a customer service opportunity, administrators have a potentially rare 
opportunity to positively manage these relationships. As one consumer survey found, 
consumers spend an average 8 minutes a year thinking about their utility. Larger accounts 
often have a similar mindset. That makes a program launch an excellent opportunity to 
impact customer service. After all, many programs are about offering access to free technical 
support or other incentives, making this easy marketing for utilities or other administrators.

Why is this customer service approach important? A Strategic Account Management 
Association report showed that few strategic account executives found their programs 
were “functional and effective” (14%), yet nearly three-quarters of the account managers 
surveyed reported that customer relationships had been “repaired or saved” because of 
these programs. Taking a customer service-oriented approach to program launch can secure 
a relationship that may be at risk of moving to another service provider.

For example, if customer service expectations are not managed in advance, an implementer 
may go out to customers and make promises that can’t be delivered. A utility that is already 
having customer service issues may find themselves in a worse situation. On the other hand, 
an account manager that must discuss a rate increase with a large account may find that an 
energy efficiency program provides an opportunity to balance the necessary cost escalation 
with a mutually beneficial energy savings investment. Attending to these key accounts, which 
may comprise a significant portion of utility revenue, is critical.

To leverage this customer service opportunity, administrators should take time when 
selecting and reviewing programs to include within a given portfolio that any messaging or 
marketing being used within the program fits the organization’s broader brand. Consider the 
implications to the organization in running this type of portfolio, and how it could be used to 
the organization’s advantage.

https://www.greentechmedia.com/articles/read/customers-spend-8-minutes-a-year-interacting-online-with-their-utility
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/January-February-2019-Public-Power-Magazine-Economic-Development.pdf
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Standardized processes should detail the steps required to launch, manage and close  
out a program; requirements around quality control; regulations that must be observed; 
what series of contracts partners must sign; the types of agreements to use with  
customers; and the conditions that must be met for customers to receive incentives,  
among other requirements. 

Plan The Connection With Customers

It’s important that portfolio administrators include information within each program’s 
launch plan as to how implementers should manage customer expectations. The most 
effective programs will be mutually beneficial for all parties, but this is only possible 
when administrators prioritize strong customer relationships. It’s also important to 
remember that these relationships are likely to look different across programs within a 
given portfolio. An agricultural client will have different priorities than local government 
client; the same goes for marketing to large pools of customers versus a small pool of key 
accounts. Understanding the potential impacts of each program will help ensure buy-in and 
participation down the road. 

C H A P T E R  3 :  Launching a Program with a Priority on Customer Service 
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Timing is everything, and this is particularly true when creating a 
program pipeline to ensure that a portfolio has participants and 
funding in place for as long as needed.

Whether a program is expected to last for a year or evolve for years to come, it’s important 
that each program have a defined timeline in place, with set milestones to measure progress 
forward. It’s also important to have a plan in place if the program goes beyond the expected 
timetable or needs to be adapted based on its potential for continued activity.

Timelines are critical for portfolio planning. A clear timeline is necessary to ensure that 
projects are appropriately prioritized at the portfolio level and determine the work needed 
to create a lasting and effective project pipeline. 

Prioritize Program Action  

As programs are launched, it’s important that administrators be able to prioritize which 
projects to address first and where to begin leveraging essential resources. Administrators 
likely have a set number of engineering program staff, account managers, and other 
professionals working on a given program. Having an appropriate framework in place can 
help staff prioritize the appropriate tasks, ensuring they move programs forward efficiently 
and in line with portfolio goals. 

Prioritizing resources and enabling project advancement depends upon identifying gaps 
and bottlenecks early on. Perhaps the best way to understand the details of a bottleneck 
and hunt down solutions is to have the right portfolio manager in place. The right portfolio 
manager is someone who can see how all the various pieces connect and has tools available 
to easily assess the performance of projects, programs and risks. Often bottlenecks occur 
because people are looking at the wrong metrics—or not looking at all. Addressing these 

CHAPTER 4:

Guiding Project Portfolios into  
the Future
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C H A P T E R  4 :  Guiding Project Portfolios into the Future 

bottlenecks can be simple, often a matter of making a phone call to the right person or 
asking the right person to address the issue. The ideal portfolio manager can also provide 
clear instructions for implementers on how to prioritize their work.

Build A Project Pipeline   

Even with a clear plan for which projects to address first, projects may be completed more 
quickly, or slowly, than expected. Building a diversified program pipeline ensures that you 
have a sufficient number of projects and programs in place to meet portfolio goals and 
performance metrics. Diversified portfolios also create more stability. Having more project 
and program types, serving different customers, can help program administrators better 
balance the risks on the portfolio.

Administrators should plan early on how to build out a project pipeline, because this 
pipeline will establish and help manage cash flow for the duration of a program contract. 
Because a portfolio may be managing millions of dollars, project pipeline planning is critical 
in budgeting where and when money will be spent, the budget needed for incentives, and 
how payments will be funded, among other things.

Pipeline building also supports forecasting. Forecasting is extremely important, because 
portfolio administrators must report their findings to the utility or other regulatory entity 
overseeing the portfolio. If certain results are expected and not showing up, it’s best to  
know early so other resources can be procured to more effectively meet those goals.

Keep An Eye On Portfolio Performance   

While important, forecasting and budgeting can be one of the most difficult portions of 
program implementation. After all, each program is dependent on many different moving 
pieces, including the customers who must make decisions at various phases and contractors 
who must perform the work required to move projects forward.

Active program management requires dynamic analysis of the performance of portfolios 
and the anticipated impacts and risks of individual projects. All of this must roll from the 
project and program level up to the portfolio level. Clear goals and implementation plan will 
help guide this process and ensure that each program has the resources it needs to move 
the portfolio smoothly forward to its objectives.
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Program progress will be tracked using the goals and metrics 
established during portfolio planning, as described in Chapter 1.

But what happens when these goals aren’t being met? And what happens with a program’s 
findings when goals are met and it’s time to wind a program down?

As a portfolio’s work moves toward completion, it’s important that administrators have  
a plan in place to learn from program outcomes. A mechanism must be in place to evaluate 
and report upon the journey toward portfolio goals. This evaluation mechanism is best 
established during goal setting and portfolio development, because it can help program 
administrators easily visualize movement of the program. 

Having a plan in place to evaluate and report upon findings can help administrators pivot  
in the face of the unexpected and better prepare future portfolios for success.

Plan To Pivot   

At some point in a portfolio’s progression, it’s safe to assume something will go wrong. 
Perhaps a certain program activity does not result in the intended outcome, or maybe  
a certain emerging technology becomes standard practice. Building flexibility and 
adaptability into the portfolio supports the ability to make changes to better meet goals.

Flexibility is critical to success. Yet, too often portfolio administrators and regulators trap 
themselves by not allowing for the flexibility to make changes. If you have the flexibility  
to identify gaps as they happen, it becomes easier to identify potential solutions. Solutions 
could mean a small change to a program, implementation strategy or incentive, or even 
developing a more targeted solicitation, to better reach established objectives. 

CHAPTER 5:

Building Upon Portfolio Success 



1 7   |   B R I D G I N G  T H E  G A P S  TO  S U C C E S S F U L  C U S TO M E R  P RO G R A M  P O RT F O L I O  M A N AG E M E N T

C H A P T E R  5 :  Building Upon Portfolio Success 

For example, a utility rolling out a residential energy efficiency program may find it is only 
reaching large multi-family complexes that have enough HOA money to spend on such 
projects, omitting smaller, low-income complexes. This finding may trigger a reevaluation 
of program implementation and how to better reach that omitted customer. This could 
mean developing a social assistance solicitation that can move the program in the desired 
direction or creating a subprogram to the existing program, using the current implementer 
to do something different. Perhaps an incremental incentive, a direct install approach or  
a financing solution could help. It is important to be able to identify the gap to bring about  
a solution, but identifying that gap first requires program flexibility. 

Identifying these problems, and being able to dive in to find a solution, is a critical role for 
the portfolio administrator. However, this begins with having the flexibility to adjust  
a program when needed. This might mean putting milestones in place that let the program 
manager know when it’s time to cut losses on a program that’s not delivering savings and 
move on to something else or develop an additional targeted program to better meet the 
portfolio objectives.

Closing Programs  

Whether you’ve completed your contract term or ended a program cycle, at some point 
every program must ramp down. Each program implementation plan should put a process 
in place for shutting down any remaining projects and meeting with customers to ensure 
their expectations have been met. 

For many portfolio administrators, ramping down portfolio contracts means providing a 
final report and moving staff on to the next portfolio. However, each portfolio carries with it 
years of insight. Perhaps the most important, and most often overlooked aspect of portfolio 
implementation and management is determining how the portfolio’s success or failure will 
guide future program development.

A program’s end is an excellent time to present findings to management, discuss pitfalls and 
lessons learned, and determine how this insight can be integrated into the organization’s 
overall objectives. Critical lessons can be learned from these activities, but there must first 
be a mechanism in place to evaluate and then report upon this journey toward portfolio 
goals. These lessons can help guide more effective programing in the future, but only if they 
are understood across the entire organization. 
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Conclusion 

Portfolio administration carries a great deal of moving parts and 
involves many partners over years of work. Managing these various 
parts is best done by following a standardized approach that begins 
with a clear end in mind.

While the steps outlined in this guide only begin to scratch the surface of what is required 
for successful portfolio administration, they highlight some of the challenges that may be 
faced along this path.

Each portfolio’s objectives may be different, but success will follow a similar path. Successful 
portfolios begin with clear goals and metrics and follow a standardized framework. They 
establish a path for meeting priorities and identifying bottlenecks that might delay progress. 
However, these portfolios also allow for flexibility within each program to best meet 
customer needs and program goals.

Perhaps most importantly, successful portfolio administrators learn from each program 
success or failure to develop best practices for future portfolios. Each program provides  
a tremendous opportunity for learning, so long as that knowledge is captured and applied  
to work going forward. With every success, portfolio administrators gain valuable insight 
that can be used to help organizations achieve great things.


