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Abstract  

In the highly competitive world of telecommunications, US-based companies are making bold moves 

to protect their market share while simultaneously making capital investment decisions that support 

the rapidly evolving demands of their customers and major stakeholders. In order to remain 

competitive, companies are investing in large programs to help transform their businesses to shift 

the bases of competition and differentiate their offerings in the marketplace. Telecommunications 

operators in particular are expanding beyond their core service offerings and partnering with media 

companies to provide digital media subscription services for example. In other instances, 

telecommunications operators are also partnering with health insurance firms to offer value added 

services within the healthcare vertical. 

But how are these large programs impacting the overall health of the business? What types of 

information provides the right level of insight to gauge the incremental contribution to business 

growth? How are the right types of data collected and at the right times? How does management 

make strategic decisions based on the information provided?  

In this white paper, we will explore the answers to these questions through the use of KPIs. KPIs are 

a valuable tool that can aid management teams to effectively drive large and complex programs for 

the organization. 

Key performance indicators 

KPIs are specific metrics that offer insights into the overall health of the business and alignment to 

strategic goals. In leading class companies, this information is presented to stakeholders through 

customized dashboards that allow leadership to make informed decisions. Along with effective 

monitoring of activities (from a single project to large enterprise programs), KPIs also motivate 

appropriate employee behavior at different levels of the organization.  

KPI reporting occurs across all levels of project hierarchy. At the lowest level we have projects with 

precisely defined scope that may be executed to institute a change in a functional process within the 

organization or to implement a new business approach. For example, an initiative to implement a 



new customer onboarding process for new telecommunications services may be a focused project to 

ensure that the customer is fully familiar with the newly purchased services prior to concluding the 

sales transaction. Alternatively, programs are typically a family of projects grouped together by a 

common goal or target outcome; portfolios are a group of large programs that are coordinated at the 

highest level of organization leadership (e.g., executive steering committees) for purposes of 

funding, organization alignment, etc. Figure 1 below illustrates this hierarchy.  

Figure 1: Portfolio-program-project hierarchy 

 

Project-level oversight and execution management typically rests with functional managers/owners 

in the organization. Projects are designed such that their scope remains within the control and 

domain of a single functional area. The success of a project requires intricate knowledge of the 

systems and processes that are being changed. This level of oversight is ideal for projects. At a 

program level, the scope expands to include multiple functional areas or multiple projects within a 

single functional area. Along with a larger scope, programs also require a bigger budget and the 

primary need for oversight shifts from knowledge of systems and processes to a more holistic vision 

of the common goal of all projects within the program. Typically, program oversight rests with vice 

presidents or senior vice presidents of an organization with sponsorship from a C-level executive. A 

collection of programs (or a portfolio) drives organizational changes and are typically large strategic 

initiatives with a significant investment of time and resources. The oversight rests with C-level 

executives, and there is alignment with the entire C-suite due to the overarching nature of a 

portfolio’s impact.  

Why is using KPIs important? Think of the last time you visited your physician. Physicians use 

symptoms to diagnose the appropriate care for you. Similarly, key stakeholders of a program need 

KPIs that provide vital information in order to course-correct as appropriate to ensure successful 

execution of a project. To that end, it is imperative that an organization evaluates and establishes 

the right KPIs up front in order to complete a project successfully. Unfortunately, it is more common 

to see organizations evolve (using a trial and error approach) to a well-designed and impactful set of 

KPIs rather than conduct the necessary diligence up front. Evolution of this nature is an iterative 

process that can result in periods of sub-optimal measurement, reporting, and decision making. In 

an environment where competitive edge can be fleeting, it is to the benefit of all organizations to 

minimize the periods where reporting is not at the highest levels of accuracy and efficiency — since 

this can have a detrimental impact on execution. 

The KPI framework 

In order to be effective, sufficient consideration must be given to the selection, collection, 

presentation, and accountability of KPIs. In other words, KPIs need to be selected correctly, 

collected on an as-needed basis, presented to the correct audience, and maintained for 

accountability. An implied but no less critical step is to test and validate that the dataset is free of 

errors. This will ensure that programs are managed effectively and real benefits are derived. These 

four tenets form a set of “foundational activities” and will ultimately measure the success of an 
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overall program. Agreement on the scope of each of these by program management is crucial to an 

effective program. 

We recommend that management teams leverage the framework shown below (see Figure 2) to 

help establish the right KPIs in order to meet their business objectives. This critical thinking and 

assessment should be part of the planning process that precedes the launch of any critical program. 

The framework in Figure 2 below describes the key elements that require consideration when 

establishing KPIs for performance measurement. 

Figure 2: Framework to establish key KPIs for performance measurement 
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Selection 

Selection is the first element that should be considered, and it has a two-fold implication. First, each 

KPI should reflect the right metric to the user; second, each KPI should depend only on the right 

measures of the business. Anything more can potentially add unnecessary noise for the decision 

makers, and anything less will not provide the adequate amount of information to make the best 

decisions. 

Collection 

Collection drives the level of involvement in data gathering for the KPI in order to get to the right 

level of information. Typically, the simpler a KPI is to collect, the less connected it may be with the 

intricacies of business and technical processes. So while simplicity is a much sought after trait within 

collection, it has to be balanced carefully with the level of granularity in the data that the KPI is using 

to provide enough information to the decision makers. 

Presentation 

KPIs are meant to be actionable, and therefore, the way they are presented to the decision makers 

is critical. The presentation format should enable immediate calls to action and should aim to inject 

clarity to the point that the most critical pieces of data are immediately visible. This is often 

accomplished by using innovative dashboards and critical thinking around the best formats for a 

specific KPI. However, it is important to note that there is no magic formula for proper presentation, 

and each dashboard presentation should be tailored to the specific audience to ensure optimal 

comprehension. 

Accountability 

For purposes of accountability, information from KPIs needs to relate to elements of ownership 

within the organization. If a KPI is designed and selected for the project management team, it needs 

to align with metrics for which the project management team is responsible. Similarly, KPIs designed 

and selected for the executive leadership team need to measure metrics that are much more 

strategic in nature and hence reflective of the organizational ownership of the executive leadership 

team. 

While clearly not exhaustive, the four elements shown in Figure 2 highlight important considerations 

that should be evaluated in the establishment of KPIs for large programs. The sections that follow 

further explore each of these elements in greater detail. 

Selection of KPIs 

Selection of KPIs is driven by the specific needs of the audience of the KPI. Figure 3 shows a set of 

criteria that can help drive the selection criteria for KPIs with examples of good and bad KPIs.  

At a portfolio level, KPIs are generally used to inform senior management. This activity typically 

happens once a month or once a quarter, and therefore, accessibility of the information for the KPI 

might not be considered important (as shown in Figure 3). On the other hand, a KPI that is required 

by the project management teams will need the information to be updated on a much more frequent 

basis.  

  



Figure 3: Selection - Importance of key criteria based on reporting level 

 

 

 

The criteria used to evaluate KPIs for selection are defined as follows: 

 Accessible: Information used to create KPIs must be obtainable. 

 Representative: Data used should accurately measure business performance. 

 Relevant: KPIs created must be relevant to the business situation. 

 Behavior-driven: KPIs should incentivize employee performance towards the intended objectives. 

 Flexible: KPI must be adaptable to measure business performance in any environment. 

Case study example: 

Telecommunications operators in the US are using more live chat options than ever before. Virtual 

live chat agents are low cost and serve as a critical and effective catalyst in maintaining customer 

experience in care and converting prospects to sales. Online businesses epitomize real-time 

decision making, and KPIs affecting online businesses need to be highly accessible. Live chat is an 

important innovation in e-commerce and e-care, but how do you measure the success of this KPI 

where access to information is critical in making business decisions?  

One wireless company reported the use of live chat agents on a near-real-time basis by producing 

the percentage of visitors that engaged a virtual agent. This ratio was reported live and updated 

every few minutes to the virtual agent management team, and this KPI was, by design, highly 

accessible. This is, of course, not the case with all KPIs. Oftentimes critical KPIs depend on data 

that is derived from large ERP systems that do not report on a near-real-time basis. For instance, 

another wireless company wanted to evaluate the return on its labor costs during the months its 



retail stores saw the highest volumes (holiday season). The management team wanted to make 

real-time changes in staffing and reallocate agents as efficiently as possible. Since the labor costs 

are derived from the company’s ERP system, this KPI was only available when the existing reports 

were run. In this case it was run once a week, every Friday at 9:00 p.m. EST, which was too 

infrequent for the needs of the users of this KPI. As a result, the team had to look for a more 

accessible measure to meet the needs of the organization. 

Collection of KPIs  

Collection is an important criterion in order to make the process easy and consistent at every 

reporting level. Small projects and large portfolios are distinct enough that careful evaluation of 

these criteria will have a significant bearing on how to be most effective with the KPIs. The up-front 

evaluation is often overlooked and underestimated; however, this particular step allows 

management teams to assess if data required for the selected KPIs can be collected frequently and 

with relative ease. 

Figure 4 shows a set of criteria that have been created for good KPI collection practices with 

examples of good and bad KPIs.  

Figure 4: Collection - Importance of key criteria based on reporting level 

 

The criteria used to evaluate KPIs for collection are defined as follows: 

 Frequency: Determines how often a particular KPI is measured  

 Automation: Relates to whether the process to collect the data for the KPI is manual or 

automated 

 Ease of Collection: Refers to the ease of managing the process of collecting the requisite 

information 

 Consistency: KPI information should be available on a consistent basis (e.g., measures the same 

scope of data over time) throughout the life of the program 
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Case study example: 

A US telecommunications operator recently launched customer self-service tools on its website. 

KPIs were designed to measure the effectiveness of specific self-service tools when a customer has 

a question and visits the website. The performance of the new tools is inherently difficult to measure 

because, when customers visit the website, it is difficult for the online systems to determine the 

reason for their visit: are they looking to buy a new phone or change their existing plan or to use the 

available self-service tools for account management purposes? Additionally, it is difficult for the 

system to determine if the self-service transaction was successful. The situation is further 

complicated if the customer uses the self-service tools to solve multiple problems since the system 

will not be able to disaggregate individual requests and track the performance for each instance 

accordingly.  

Presentation of KPIs 

KPI presentation is a very important element of program management since the information 

presented has to lend itself to simple and easy interpretation for stakeholders and decision makers. 

Most KPIs can be presented on a dashboard that clearly shows all the necessary elements. The 

criteria for determining the appropriate presentation of a KPI depends on the audience of the KPI 

and the reporting level, i.e., project, program, or portfolio. 

Figure 5 shows a set of criteria that have been created for good KPI presentation practices with 

examples of good and bad KPIs. 

Figure 5: Presentation - Importance of key criteria based on reporting level 

 

The criteria used to evaluate KPIs for presentation are defined as follows: 

 Graphical representation: Ability to present information in a non-textual form that lends itself to 

easier interpretation and comprehension 

 Drill down: Capability to allow deeper (hierarchical) analysis into the data being presented 

 Specificity: Data used to create a KPI should be specific to the element being measured 

 Ease of delivery: KPI information should be easily conveyable to the audience 
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Case study example:  

A US telecommunications operator wanted to develop new KPIs for its care organization. The 

specific charter was to develop KPIs for top management, and therefore, during this engagement the 

team focused on presentation of KPIs. A metric that the top management executive suite was very 

familiar with was the percentage of calls that resulted in a master reset. This percentage indicated 

the ratio of trouble ticket calls where the agent performed a master reset; historically, this information 

was simply presented as a number. While this representation was adequate, it did not illustrate any 

trends. Further refinement was then made to include a line chart in the dashboard with the minimum 

and maximum range for the last six months depicted in the same view. This allowed the 

management team to understand the performance of the care organization around this particular 

KPI taking into consideration a historical view. This presentation format provided additional 

information and created pseudo upper and lower limits.  

Accountability of KPIs 

KPIs need to be designed and presented to the level of audience for whom the values of the KPI 

matter most. In other words, KPIs need to evoke a sense of ownership and accountability with the 

audience of the data. Establishment of KPI accountability is very important for successful project, 

program, or portfolio implementation. KPIs will motivate certain behavior from employees, which is 

why accountability is critical in order to execute large scale change within the organization.  

Figure 6 shows a set of criteria that have been created for good KPI accountability practices with 

examples of good and bad KPIs.  

Figure 6: Accountability - Importance of key criteria based on reporting level 

 

The criteria used to evaluate KPIs for accountability are defined as follows: 

 Incentives: KPI performance should be tied to employee incentives to drive alignment with target 

objectives. 

 Visibility: KPIs should be visible at all pertinent management levels. 

 Responsible, Accountable, Consulted, Informed (RACI) structure:  Ownership of every KPI 

performance should be clear at all times. 



 Behavior driver: KPIs should incentivize the right employee behavior in alignment with common 

management objectives. 

Case study example: 

In order to grow their subscriber base, telecommunications operators invest considerable resources 

to develop marketing plans. In order to measure the effectiveness of these investments, 

telecommunications operators track Cost per Gross Add (CPGA) as an industry-standard metric. 

The finance organization typically keeps a very close eye on CPGA to ensure that it can recover 

those costs over an acceptable period of time. The marketing and sales departments measure their 

success by growing the subscriber base too, but they focus more on the number of Gross Adds over 

a fixed duration. The retention department (often in conjunction with customer care) focuses on 

retaining existing subscribers by offering them various incentives and promotions when they are 

perceived to be at-risk of switching to a different telecommunications operator for their 

telecommunications service needs. The retention department measures its effectiveness by tracking 

the Total Net Adds (Gross Adds minus lost/churned subscribers) over a specified period of time 

(typically measured on a monthly or quarterly basis).  

Throughout the life cycle of the subscriber, various departments are accountable in distinct ways to 

grow and maintain the subscriber base. In order to leverage the end-to-end responsibility of adding 

new subscribers while maintaining the existing base, a national US telecommunications provider 

implemented a structure whereby: 

 Finance was made accountable for CPGA 

 Sales and marketing were made accountable for Gross Adds 

 Customer care and retention were made accountable for both Gross Adds and Total Net Adds 

As a result of this newly implemented structure, the organization’s leadership observed significant 

improvement in overall alignment of accountability as well as positive changes in behavior across 

the impacted departments. As shown in this example, when designing KPIs, accountability should 

take into consideration incentives, visibility, and a clear RACI structure in order to be a truly effective 

measure of performance. 

Concluding thoughts 

In order to remain competitive, telecommunications operators must constantly evolve the way they 

run their business to maintain market share and drive growth. Large programs and small projects 

have to be executed in concert in order to be successful — which means measurement (KPIs) of 

success/failure is critical. One size does not fit all, but the good news is that there is a common 

framework that can help anchor measurement and reporting to a robust set of pillars: KPI selection, 

KPI collection, KPI presentation and KPI accountability. This is a relatively simple premise in 

comparison with the complex problems that organizations typically deal with on a daily basis, but it is 

perhaps also the reason KPIs do not receive the level of attention that they warrant, especially in 

light of the critical role they play in the successful management and execution of large programs.  

Up-front critical thinking around KPIs using the framework set forth in this document sets the stage 

for organizations to make significantly better business decisions, to be more agile, and to design and 

execute a greater number of successful projects and programs.  
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