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Let’s consider the challenge – providing effective 
support to ensure your critical change programmes 
will deliver on time and to budget. 
 

 

Many organisations are facing a challenge from the top to ensure 
more success from their change programmes – it’s hardly 

surprising when less than half of those started complete on time. 

 

 

 

A commonly proposed answer to ease this pressure is to set up a 
central assurance team. 

 

 

 

This might seem relatively straightforward, but there are many 
pitfalls and problems in doing so. Here we have highlighted six 
key success factors that anyone setting up an assurance team 

should consider. 

The assurance challenge 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not many of us take criticism well, and not all of us deal with criticism in the same way 
(think ugly baby syndrome).  Accepting there are issues in your programme, 
promoting them and ensuring they are addressed isn’t something that comes easily 
to most, so the challenge for assurance is a big one. 

 

Position the assurance team correctly 

Make sure the team are seen to be objective, 
are ‘on side’ and have the necessary sphere 
of influence. 

 For this reason assurance must be seen as being ‘inside the tent’, a trusted partner and 
certainly not ‘big brother’.  

 Whether sourced internally or externally the assurance function should ultimately be 
seen (especially by the programme teams and sponsors) to be striving for programme 
success.  

 An embedded team often loses its impartiality. Attempts to embed assurance directly 
into the programme delivery team often ends up with them ‘going native’, providing 
insufficient challenge and significantly diminishing their value.  

 The team should be focused on helping the delivery crew execute successfully with 
acceptable risk levels, and to do this effectively the team needs to protect itself by 
maintaining a high level of objectivity and its independence (see point 4 later). 

 It needs to be a team of experts. Many organisations suffer from a shortfall in the ability 
of assurance team members to effectively sell the benefits. It’s not a straightforward 
play and team members need to have real powers of influence, with the purpose, 
intelligence and gravitas to make the difference. 

 

Embedding the team with high value goals from the outset is key, of course 
the team needs to deliver the goods to maintain their influence… 

Peter Mayer, Managing Partner, Pelicam Assured Delivery 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Sorting the A team is easy. Team members will likely do the right things and do them well.  
Assuring the B or C team is much more difficult.  And of course, every project and programme 
has a different set of challenges whether that’s team and stakeholder capability, the 
complexity of the landscape or the technical difficulty of the change itself.  

Focus on what’s important 

Don’t just tick the boxes, apply intelligence 
and take a flexible approach 

 

 

 It seems throughout the project world there is 
now widespread agreement that assurance 
should be outcome based, not just a ‘tick in the 
box’.   

 Assurance usually starts to provide a safety net 
by monitoring adherence to a controls 
framework, but although relatively easy to set 
up, the compliance measure is no guarantee 
of programme success.  

 In fact, some programme teams spend so 
much attention on meeting the control 
standards the real drivers are sometimes 
ignored. 

 So assurance teams need to morph (as does 
their approach) to fill the ever moving gap 
between the team’s delivery capability and 
the required capability for a successful 
outcome.  

 This requires flexibility and Project Intelligence 
on the part of the team members, to recognise 
the gaps and deliver appropriate analysis and 
insight to address them. 

 

A big part often 
ignored is emotional 
intelligence. 

  
Teams need to recognise 
that individual emotions 
significantly impact the 
way many decisions are 
reached - assurance has 
to pick up on these 
aspects in addition to the 
more logical, measurable 
factors. 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Somewhat naively, programmes are 
assured for two primary reasons: (1) they 
are deemed too important to fail; (2) they 
are failing.  Assurance interventions are 
procured accordingly.   

But client evidence from over 15 years of 
assuring programmes tells us that 
assurance is most effective at the outset 
of the programme, it’s when most of the 
mistakes are made and embedded into 
the fabric of the programme.   

As you would if building a house, you 
need solid foundations set in stone before 
going any further.  Mistakes made further 
down the line are much more costly. 
   

And beware: a lot of organisations have real difficulty in recognising 
projects in start-up; we have come across a number of one year old 
programmes where the exec says “we haven’t started that yet” and 
£millions have already been spent or committed. 

 

Determining the right assurance solution for each programme usually depends on  

(1) it’s state of play,  

(2) it’s profile/visibility to senior management; and  

(3) recognition of the business case for assurance intervention. 
  

And our clients who effectively analyse the benefits and opportunities vs the costs        
and risks are able to apply assurance further down the portfolio stack - improving the 
performance in their mid-size projects and not just the mega-projects (see 5). 

Maximise assurance value 

Timing and targeting the reviews 

You might ask the question “how do we maximise the value of the 
assurance function?”  

But a better way of looking at this would be to understand how to 
maximise the value from your whole change function and the part 
assurance needs to play in delivering that goal. 

Timing of 
interventions 

 

Quality of 
outcomes 

Cost of 
assurance 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 By their nature, programmes are split up into manageable parts headed by 

individuals accountable for delivery of their part, so assurance must provide a 
holistic view to guarantee full insight and a successful outcome for the whole.  
 

 Assurance reviews can be limited in their scope (which is dangerous - we’ll write 
another article on scope soon) but generally they do create an end to end view.   
 

 The most significant impact on visibility (and effect) is a lack of independence. It 
enables assurance to go beyond the confines of the programme teams and 
include the behaviour and attitudes of all stakeholders and sponsors. 

 

 Delivery stakeholders will be more open and honest with on-side independent 
assurers, often it’s a cathartic, therapeutic process for the individual (which is nice!) 
and it provides significantly more insight and intelligent analysis to the process. 

 
 

 

 The assurance team must be free from encumbrance. 
 Internal assurance functions and supply side externals especially can be 

compromised by internal politics, hierarchy and agendas. 
 Assurance needs to be self-governing and seen to be independent and 

beyond political games.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Objectivity and independence 

Avoid politics and maintain a good field of 
vision 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

There is a lot of interest in how assurance should measure its success 
and prove its own value.  

The value of assurance is a function of the upshift in the effectiveness and efficiency 
of the projects it touches: 

 
 

 

  

Some clients are starting to create an advantage in this respect – building their 
ability to contrast and compare performance across all their delivery programmes.  
This requires an assurance model that works for all types of project, all 
methodologies and all stages in the life cycle. And even with different people 
carrying out the review, ensures the consistent coverage and measurement at a 
level of detail that confirms key issues, risks and remedies are identified.  
 
 
Clients use a confidence measure (a percentage probability of successful 
outcome) to get a good sense of where the programme is at and via a quick 
calculation of spend and benefit, the level of risk in financial terms.  

 
 
And when clients use the post remedy Confidence Measure (the percentage 
probability of a successful outcome if/when the recommended remedial actions 
are successfully applied), they see the potential upshift and as a consequence are 
much more likely to nail the remedial activities. 
 
 
 
 

Work to a system, measure success and    
act accordingly 

 the money saved/costs reduced 
 

 the pulling forwards of benefits 
 

 the reduction in time to market 
reduced 

Vs. the cost of delivering the 
assurance assignment  
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Most assurance objectives read something like ‘identify the 
shortfalls in a project, prioritise the issues/risks and work with the 
delivery teams to agree actions to remedy’.  

There is a higher objective: to identify the actions to eradicate the 
root causes.  

Step 1: Remedies 

The first step is to identify the remedies that fix the shortfalls.  It’s not straightforward. 
Usually some Pareto analysis kicks in to identify one remedy that impacts multiple 
issues.  Without this view you are in danger of putting out fires and not addressing real 
problems. 

Step 2: Themes 

When clients benchmark and compare their assurance outcomes across the portfolio 
they start to identify generic themes that can be applied across the whole 
organisation. 

Step 3: Root cause 

By asking enough intelligent and open questions it is possible to triangulate the 
problem and analyse the root cause.  With enough experience and historical 
evidence the root causes quickly drop out. 

Step 4: Enterprise shift 

If these generic themes are root causes, clients are able to significantly uplift 
performance across the board. 

 

 

 
 

Exponential benefits 

Identifying and fixing root cause 



 
 

 

 

Most organisations now have a few options as to how they will 
assure their programmes: using consulting powerhouses such as 
Deloitte and Accenture or specialists like Pelicam, their own internal 
assurance function, co-sourced internal/external teams, or just 
borrowing top performers from their own transformation ranks.   

They all have pros and cons.  

The most important consideration is their ability to deliver on the six 
key success factors in this article. 
 

Six MUST HAVES for your assurance function 
 

Build an influential function: independent but on side and success oriented. 

 

Take a flexible approach: every assurance assignment is different, so act               
with intelligence. 

 

Sort the ‘triggers’ for assurance by understanding the assurance business case.  

 

Maintain independence and your field of vision. 

 

Create measures of success and the ability to benchmark. 

 

Focus on root causes and ways to fix across the board. 

 

Based on client discussions at a recent Intelligent Projects Forum, this article was 
written by Peter Mayer, Pelicam’s Managing Partner. Pelicam are change delivery 
specialists, ensuring effective delivery of business change programmes in challenging 
situations.  

In Summary: 
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To find out more about setting up a successful assurance function contact 
Peter on p.mayer@pelicam.com or call Peter on +44(0)7974084333. 

To find out more about the Intelligent Projects Forum contact 
rachel.wagstaff@pelicam.com. 
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