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Challenge accepted thinking   Accelerate benefits  

 

Great Governance 
“Dry” subject but pivotal to project success 

 

 
It’s all in the various “how to do it” manuals, so why do we 

fail to get this right? 

 

Is it something to do with people, culture, processes, 

capability or all of these? 
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At the outset 

 

 

  

In this short paper we look at the characteristics of a flawed governance model, versus what 

we would expect to see for a project set up for success. 

Before looking at this, we should consider who is accountable for the governance on the 

project, and this has to be the sponsor.  

Sponsors adopting a mature approach to delivering change will typically get this “checked 

out” for really important projects often with external people who are not part of the corporate 

jungle and can present an independent perspective. We consider that getting the 

governance regime right at the start, and reviewing as the project matures will significantly 

improve the chances of successful delivery.   

By contrast, organisations with an immature approach will typically leave this to the PMO who 

reverts to the company manual and/or standards. The project organisation can then hide 

behind this, almost as a “comfort blanket”. 

The success or otherwise of a project will be as a result of how its people are able to positively 

leverage the organisation’s culture to deliver. Small battles can be won, fighting culture 

“head on” rarely works. 

The ten areas of flawed governance in this report that we observe all too frequently are:- 

 Sponsor in name only (SINO) 

 Steering Group is a party invitation 

 Decisions taken by committee 

 Third party’s managing the client 

 Inadequate focus on key dependencies 

 Communications vacuum 

 Right to left planning 

 Rose tinted reporting 

 Business Change planning lagging behind 

 One size fits all governance model 

 

In this report we have identified some danger signals along with insights into what success 

may look like. 
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Danger signals 

         Sponsor in Name Only (SINO) 

Sponsors are usually over-stretched in modern 

organisations, assumptions are made that      

because they are senior people, they                

understand change and how to sponsor 

change. This is a very dangerous assumption. 

Typically, sponsors abdicate either to people 

who lack the authority and/or to the Project    

Director. We refer to this as “taking on bad   

business”.  

 

         Steering Group is a party invitation 

If you’re not invited, you must have done  

something wrong. We often see 15-20                 

attendees and this is a sure sign of senior       

people requiring the comfort blanket of having 

people around them with the requisite 

knowledge. These sessions become information 

share and talk-shops, that’s all they can             

realistically hope to achieve.     Mammoth   

Powerpoint packs that require a cottage           

industry of PMO people to deliver each           

fortnight/month.  

 

 

         Decisions taken by “committee” 

Who was it that said “the camel” was intended 

to be a horse designed by a committee”.       

Decision making accountability is unclear, the 

Executive Steering Group is inundated with   

trivial decisions that should be taken by            

accountable individuals. This can be an             

indication of organisation culture where       

people either don’t feel empowered or lack 

the management resilience to make important 

decisions. Safety in numbers doesn’t contribute 

to project success, but perhaps prevents           

individuals being exposed or isolated should 

things go wrong.  

 

Active Sponsorship 

Forty five minutes a day should do it, but 

EVERY day. Sponsors are seen as the “drivers” 

of change, they take accountability for the 

delivery regime, manage stakeholders, clear 

organisational blockage, communicate with 

their people, and remain “on the ball”. Take a 

five minute snapshot from a Steering Group 

and it would be clear who the sponsor is.  

 

 

Focussed Steering Group 

6-8 people with real “skin in the game”,        

empowered to make important decisions. 

Served by a simple slide pack which takes    

10-15 minutes to digest. An onlooker would 

typically observe quite intensive discussion, 

disagreement, challenge and the odd bit of 

humour hopefully. The sponsor, and not the 

Project Director will run the meeting. Project 

Director keeps the group “honest” and        

records key decisions and actions. A highly 

collaborative atmosphere. 

 

Clarity around decision making 

If my “neck is on the line”, I need to be happy 

with the decision. Organisations that              

empower people to make decisions, and  

provide support the odd time they may “get 

it wrong” will usually deliver change more 

consistently. So, projects where it is clear who 

is “on point” for what can usually move at 

faster pace and avoid delays further        

downstream.   

 

Set up to succeed 
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Mature Third Party Management 

Mature organisations allow Third Parties to 

make money, however they understand what 

great performance is, they push hard and 

measure. They ensure enough of the “A” team 

are in critical roles, they dictate the project  

velocity rather than the other way around.      

Effective projects know how to govern third 

parties, no hiding behind a ninety-five page 

Architecture document that in itself appears a 

work of art, but contains little depth.                 

On-shore/off-shore blended model provides 

additional expertise.     

 

Active Dependency Management 

Projects that are set up for success have          

relentless attention to key dependencies. They 

don’t rely on “back covering” emails and   

meeting minutes, they seek evidence and     

intervene decisively. They invite sponsors to 

their Steering Group to galvanise leadership 

attention. They measure risk, and are not 

afraid to call out “red” as necessary. Experts 

from both teams collaborate and don’t rely 

on the once a month call to review progress, 

it isn’t enough.   

 

Right people engaged and on-message 

It’s not all about having a brilliantly crafted 

Communications Strategy & Plan, successful 

projects may do this, but they actually        

communicate and engage. They use a blend 

of approaches depending on the                   

message/audience, they are close enough to 

the ground to see that messages are                

understood. Senior stakeholders “walk the 

floor”, and listen to people affected by the 

change, backed up by consistent messages 

delivered with clarity and in the right way. 

Great communication builds real momentum, 

organisation goals are shared by the project 

team, and they want to succeed.  

 

         Third Party’s managing the client 

A cosy/cosy relationship doesn’t mean we have 

an effective partnership, actually it can mean 

quite the opposite especially where the buying 

organisation doesn’t understand what good is, 

so mediocrity is tolerated. If not managed 

closely, third parties can “land and expand”, 

this is costly and difficult to manage. Beware 

Third Party organisations looking to field                

inexperienced and/or low calibre individuals 

from their bench. Off-shore delivery model       

established to cut costs, not to deliver value. 

 

   

Inadequate focus on dependencies 

Modern organisation still work in silos, poorly run 

projects are much the same. Failure to properly 

manage key dependencies are one of our nine 

“project serial killers”. We observe that key       

dependencies are documented in the RAIDD 

log, but it is not clear who is “nailing the deal” to 

ensure the dependency delivers to our           

timescales. The poorest projects quietly             

celebrate dependencies being late, as it        

provides an excuse or safe haven for a delay.  

 

         Communications vacuum 

We are concerned when we observe mixed 

messages from across the project and key 

stakeholders. The manifests itself as in poor       

understanding of the overall vision, fuels “silo” 

working, and in severe cases erodes trust in    

project leadership. Communication is “one-

way”, typically dominated by email                

transmission. There is no checking process to 

verify that key messages are landing. People 

can be seen “diving for cover” or in business 

terms seeking other opportunities, it becomes 

problematic to attract high calibre people onto 

the project. People affected by the change 

feel dis-enfranchised, it’s being done to them.      

 

Danger signals Set up to succeed 
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Joined up Planning 

Projects that take time to do this properly     

usually save time further downstream. The 

successful projects plan at a detailed level 

for the particular phase, but probably not            

beyond 3-4 months. Detailed plans are            

resource loaded, and critically reviewed on 

an ongoing basis. Planning is collaborative, 

and involves senior stakeholders. Where 

tough calls need to be made they are, but 

backed up with empirical data. Planning 

takes into account key dependencies,    

milestones are visible and the critical path is 

communicated to key stakeholders.          

Planning assumptions are documented and 

reviewed, this becomes a source of learning 

or project intelligence that we refer to. A Plan 

on a Page provides clarity for the whole    

project to get behind. 

 

Reporting that reflects reality 

Really effective projects don’t require a       

cottage industry of PMO staff to turn out 

large indigestible reports each week. They 

set their stall out at inception to report with 

brevity and clarity. Project Directors and 

teams have the courage to report                  

accurately, this typically stems from the        

relationship built at the outset. The criteria for 

RAG rating is clear and relevant for the      

project, projects are called “red” when they 

are “red”, in this way intervention can be 

planned in, and senior stakeholders can do 

what is required of them. Projects that are 

“red” rated, are required to justify the rating, 

and will include a “return to green” analysis 

(or equivalent) so it is clear if and how             

recovery can be made.  Senior stakeholders 

trust the reports and see their value. Surprises 

are avoided. 

 

 

 

.     

 

 

 

         Right to Left planning 

Timescales are imposed by leadership, therefore 

the plan bears little sense of realism. The Project 

Director may not have the courage to deliver 

unpalatable news either due to its organisation 

culture (it’s just not done!”), or as in some cases, 

the contractor may fear losing his/her role.       

Detailed plans that aren’t resource loaded     

concern us, as this inevitably leads to delays     

further downstream. Project assumptions are not 

socialised, key areas of scope get de-prioritised 

to protect the delivery date, and the case on 

which the project was authorised becomes        

increasingly flimsy. If the project survives until 

then, User Acceptance Testing is squeezed with 

a resultant lack of quality and bumpy (or worse) 

implementation. Then the inquest begins!  

 

 

          Rose tinted reporting 

Reporting of unpalatable news is often              

suppressed by project leadership until such time 

that the story can be crafted to take into            

accounts events perceived outside the projects 

control. The reasons are typically due to the       

organisation’s culture and its leadership style. We 

would be concerned where we see a “sea of 

green”, or constant “amber”, as it is often an      

indication that the project is “internalised”. What 

we sometimes find is that the criteria for RAG   

rating (typically part of the organisation’s            

governance regime) is not appropriate for the 

specific project, isn’t fit for purpose or doesn’t  

exist. As a result, key stakeholders who are often 

not as engaged as they need to be, don’t get 

an accurate picture until it’s too late.    

Set up to succeed 

 

Danger signals 
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Business Change leads the way 

Mature organisations plan a realistic change 

portfolio. They ensure that the business impact 

is understood from the outset, and release key 

subject matter experts into leading roles that 

drive the change. They typically “buy in”,    

project and change management expertise 

to provide the “how to do it” skills they       

probably lack. Business Change planning    

begins at the start of the project, cultural and 

people change challenges are carefully 

planned, communication is done in the right 

way at the right time. Mature organisations   

insist that “technical IT stuff” is delivered in a 

way that is understandable so that it can be 

challenged where necessary. They place their 

focus on implementing and then embedding 

change so that benefits can be realised. 

 

 

 

Fit for purpose governance 

At the outset, care is taken to establish the 

governance regime that fits the project. It 

uses the organisation standards as a         

guideline. Where deviations are sensible, 

these are agreed up front. Deliverables and 

artefacts are used to build the solution, not as 

a tick box exercise. Clarity and brevity trumps 

volume and complexity, people know what 

they are signing off. The PMO is lean and         

intelligent, it takes the weight off the Project 

Director who is able to focus on leading the 

delivery team, communicating with           

stakeholders, and addressing key risks and      

issues. 

 

         Business Change lagging behind 

Organisations are under such intense business 

as usual pressure, their ability to manage 

change properly has been impaired.                  

Organisations today are typically leaner than in 

the past, with key people in operational roles. 

The problem with change is that the very best     

business experts need to be involved in 

change, in failing projects they are often at 

“arm’s length”. We are concerned when IT is 

seen to be leading the way, as this is merely an 

enabler for business improvement.                        

Organisations don’t invest in Change training 

for their key people, cultural and people          

impacts are not properly catered for. What  

typically happens is that organisation culture 

fights back and the business has difficulty in  

embedding new ways of working. Benefits 

planning & realisation just doesn’t happen.     

 

             

        One size fits all governance model 

Most large organisations have introduced a 

standard governance model for projects for 

very good reasons. A typical problem with    

projects that we observe, is that they have    

myopic focus on producing all the deliverables, 

rather than actually “managing the project”. 

They build a PMO “deliverable manufacturing 

unit” and people quickly lose sight of what the 

project goals are. People are expected to sign 

off documents that they don’t really                    

understand, third parties capitalise on               

opportunities to deliver “boiler plate”                 

deliverables to justify their existence and cost. 

All of this results in projects delivering at slower 

pace and higher cost, or not delivering at all.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Communications vacuum 

We are concerned when we observe mixed 

Set up to succeed 

 

Danger signals 


