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2
Understanding the sponsor, 

project management, 
and forecasting roles 

and disciplines

Sponsor
The role of a project sponsor has not always been considered important in 
projects or as part of project management. It emerged and has evolved with 
project management. In the 1950s, it was typical for the project manager 
to have total responsibility for a project (Morris 1994; Stretton 1994). 
As projects became more institutionalised within organisations, the term 
project ‘sponsor’ started to emerge in the 1980s, and the role was initially 
described as the project manager’s boss (Briner et al. 1990). The role arose 
from a need to have an organisational actor responsible for the project on 
behalf of the organisation and not abdicate that to the project manager 
(Kerzner & Kerzner 2013: 464–66).

The United Kingdom’s Association for Project Management defines the 
sponsor as being ‘accountable for ensuring that the work is governed 
effectively and delivers the objectives that meet identified needs’ 
(APM 2019a). The Project Management Institute (PMI 2013a: 32) defines 
the sponsor’s role as providing ‘resources and support for the project’ and 
being ‘accountable for enabling success’. The sponsor must be the ‘project 
champion, approve the business charter, [be the] business case owner, [be] 
accountable throughout the lifespan of the project and [for] prioritisation 
of the project within the organisation’ (Alie 2015: 6). These views are 
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summarised by Crawford and Brett (2001: 2), who state that the sponsor 
is ‘responsible for the project on behalf of the organisation’. The sponsor 
can therefore be classified as the ‘project owner’ (Labuschagne et al. 2006). 
Within the Australian and New Zealand public sectors, largely due to the 
use of the PRINCE2 project management methodology, the term ‘sponsor’ 
is also known as the ‘project executive’ or ‘senior responsible owner’ (SRO).

Having an effective and capable sponsor is critical for project success (Bryde 
2008; Kloppenborg & Tesch 2015; Pádár et al. 2017; Breese et al. 2020). 
In  their 2018 global review of the project management profession and 
projects, the PMI (2018: 6–7) concluded that inadequate sponsor support 
was the number one cause of project failure, responsible for 41 per cent of 
all failures. As such, the PMI argues that project support by the sponsor is 
‘priceless’ as it bridges a gap between the organisational influencers and the 
project implementers, boosting collaboration and support, and leading 
to increased project success. Given the increasing complexity of projects, 
the sponsor role and its business focus are even more critical (AIPM & 
KPMG 2018).

The role of a sponsor is often misunderstood and simplified as a result, but 
it is a complex and critical set of activities (Bryde 2008: 800). The sponsor 
role is not only multidimensional, it also spans the entire project lifecycle 
(APM 2019b). This includes aligning the project with organisational strategy 
(PMI 2018), owning the business case, defining the business requirements 
and benefits, specifying the project’s priorities, defining success criteria, 
involvement in developing the strategy and objectives, monitoring progress, 
tracking benefit realisation, and accepting delivery of the project. It would also 
fall to the sponsor to either decide or recommend upwards to cancel a project 
(Briner et al. 1990; Turner 1993; Morris 1994; Bryde 2008; APM 2019b). The 
sponsor is responsible for securing the necessary financial and other resources 
(Crawford & Brett 2001; Helm & Remington 2005), ensuring proper project 
governance throughout, being the escalation point for and resolver of any 
conflict, and maintaining internal relationships and those with external 
partners and suppliers. For a project implementing a new software solution, 
the sponsor would also be responsible for driving organisational change 
(Labuschagne et al. 2006). This is quite a job—in fact, arguably, a superhero 
is needed, and therein lies one of the major organisational challenges.

Kloppenborg and Tesch (2015: 29) argue that the role of the sponsor changes 
as the project moves through its lifecycle. At the initiation stage, key roles 
are setting goals and selecting the project manager. Sponsors must ensure 
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planning is effective and start developing key stakeholder relationships. 
During project execution, they must keep the flow of communication open 
and ensure the quality of solutions. In the final stage of the project, they 
must capture the lessons learned and benefit realisation (Breese et al. 2020).

If the project is to have every chance of success, it needs an effective sponsor 
in place for the duration. That means the sponsor must have organisation-
wide credibility, be an effective change advocate, and, importantly, be able 
to commit time and skills to the role (APM 2019b). An Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD 2001: 4) policy brief 
argues that unless a single senior officer ‘has final responsibility and is held 
accountable for the success of a project, the project will most likely fail’. Its 
argument is that organisations must take the sponsor role seriously, and it 
must therefore be given recognition, priority, and status. A review of public 
sector documentation (QPSC 2009; DPAC 2013; PSC 2013, 2017, 2019; 
VPSC 2015; SSC 2016; Victoria Police 2016; Office of the Commissioner 
for Public Sector Employment 2022; QGCIO 2018a; OCPE 2018; SAES 
2019; PSC 2020), such as capability frameworks, found no evidence of 
sponsor-specific initiatives, so the perspectives of the elite interviewees will 
provide a unique view on this issue.

There is also some debate about the difference between the terms project 
sponsor and project ‘champion’. Some say they are one and the same 
(Crawford & Brett 2001; Helm & Remington 2005; Dalcher 2016; 
Zwikael & Meredith 2018), while others treat them as separate roles, with 
the sponsor as the project owner and the champion as the project advocate 
(Turner 1993), driving and selling the project within the organisation 
(Schibi & Lee 2015). Crawford and Brett (2001) posit that the best way to 
differentiate between the two is to understand that the sponsor is a formal 
role in the project, and there should only be one of these, while the sponsor 
can and should also be a champion, so a project can have many champions 
or advocates for change within the organisation. In this book, there is a mini 
case study involving the Australian Commissioner of Taxation (see Box 3.1), 
who undertook both the champion and the sponsor roles, with the project 
benefiting as the change was visibly driven from the top and resources 
could be secured. The Novopay case study (Chapter 6) is an example of 
a disconnected sponsor—one who was tapped on the shoulder and was 
not the champion of change—and a project that had very poor outcomes. 
The point is, regardless of whether the champion and the sponsor are the 
same person, commitment to the change is a critical role of the sponsor.
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The sponsor is supported in their role by the project team itself, other 
organisational senior managers, and governance groups such as a steering 
committee; however, the sponsor remains the accountable officer for the 
project (Alie 2015; APM 2019b). This is key, as sponsors are not there to 
manage the day-to-day delivery of the project; for that, they rely on the 
project manager or director (Kloppenborg & Tesch 2015: 27). This is a key 
project relationship as the sponsor must provide the project manager and 
the project team with all the organisational support required to fulfil their 
roles (Bryde 2008: 801). While a sponsor wants and needs a good project 
manager, it also works in reverse (Pádár et al. 2017; Buttrick 2019): it is 
critical for the project manager, and the success of the project, to have the 
active support of the most appropriate person within the organisation.

While the sponsor and project manager have an interrelationship and 
co‑dependency, it is important that each is clear about their own role 
and does not cross into the other’s territory (Bryde 2008: 801); nor should 
one usurp the role of the other (Crawford & Brett 2001: 4). They should be 
compatible members of the project team (PMI 2012). The relationship 
between the sponsor and the project manager—and their roles at various 
stages in the project—is summarised by Breese et al. (2020), who argue that 
the sponsor addresses project issues that are above the control of the project 
manager and facilitates the transition of the project into the business of the 
organisation. The high-level focus of the roles at various stages of a project 
are highlighted in Table 2.1 and, while certainly not exhaustive, it indicates 
the importance of the sponsor at all stages of the project, whereas the major 
focus of the project manager is the planning and execution stages.

In a study of project managers’ perceptions of sponsors, Helm and 
Remington (2005: 57) found that where there was ‘inadequate support 
at the executive sponsor level’, the project manager tended to mask this 
by ‘using a complex range of tactics and behaviours’ to deliver the project 
despite this executive ineffectiveness. Masking ineffective sponsorship is not 
organisationally beneficial and can lead to filtered communication between 
the project manager and the sponsor. These are further arguments for an 
effective sponsor, as they and not the project manager should be leading 
the change and making core organisational decisions; otherwise, the project 
risks losing its business focus and becoming a delivery project instead. 
The  multidimensional role of the sponsor and the various relationships 
required are displayed in Figure 2.1.
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Table 2.1 Changing focus of the role between the sponsor and the 
project manager

Project 
stage

Key sponsor responsibilities Key project manager 
responsibilities

Initiating 
stage

•	 Take ownership of the business 
case development and planning.

•	 Obtain funding.
•	 Commit to the project and how 

the solution will be used.
•	 Select and mentor project 

manager and establish priorities.

•	 On-boarded (selected by 
the sponsor).

•	 Assist in developing the 
business case.

Planning 
stage

•	 Ensure planning is undertaken.
•	 Develop relationships with 

stakeholders.
•	 Provide clarity of purpose.
•	 Demand objectivity and 

transparency.
•	 Own the business case.

•	 Main contact for project 
activities.

•	 Activity planning and 
sequencing.

•	 Develop project approach.
•	 Time and cost estimation.
•	 Create and plan for required 

project documentation.

Execution 
stage

•	 Ensure adequate and effective 
communication.

•	 Understand project management 
process.

•	 Celebrate accomplishments.
•	 Create a community.
•	 Make decisions and obtain 

decision acceptance.
•	 Solve problems.
•	 Provide political and top 

management support for the 
project manager and their team.

•	 Apply project management 
disciplines.

•	 Be accountable for the 
delivery of the project’s 
outputs as per the approved 
project plan.

•	 Manage risks and issues.
•	 Monitor and report on 

progress.
•	 Team leadership.
•	 Quality control.
•	 Escalate issues.

Closing 
stage

•	 Output realisation.
•	 Identify and capture lessons 

learned to ensure capabilities and 
benefits are realised.

•	 Project closure functions.

Sources: Adapted from James et al. (2013); Kloppenborg & Tesch (2015); APM (2018); 
Zwikael & Meredith (2018); AIPM (2020); Breese et al. (2020).

The arguments above indicate the importance, relevance, and many 
dimensions of the sponsor role. It is not for the faint-hearted or to be treated 
lightly by organisations, yet research by the PMI (2012) indicates that 
68 per cent of organisations do not have effective project sponsors.
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Figure 2.1 The sponsor’s role and interrelationships
Source: Created by author. Adapted from Labuschagne et al. 2006.

To build organisational capability and capacity in this role, organisations 
must avoid two ‘pitfalls in project sponsorship’ (Crawford & Brett 2001: 4). 
First, if the role is not defined, recognised, supported, and visible in the 
organisation, problems will arise. Second, if the sponsor does not fully 
understand their role and have the skills required, they will be unable to 
carry out their functions. Therefore, guidance, support, and training are 
required (AIPM & KPMG 2018). Research undertaken by Crawford and 
Brett (2001: 5) found that this critical aspect was often neglected and the 
sponsor was left to fend for themselves. Australia-wide project research by 
the Australian Institute of Project Management (AIPM) and KPMG (2018: 
14) found that organisations that provided training and support to sponsors 
almost doubled their success rates.

These are important points, as a survey (Chapman 2017) of senior 
executives across sectors and industries of their understanding of the sponsor 
role had some damning findings. Ninety per cent of senior executives did 
not know what the role involved and did not feel they were effective in the 
role. Unfortunately, of the remaining 10 per cent who claimed to know 
what they were doing, most did not, with less than 1 per cent having a good 
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understanding. The AIPM and KPMG (2018: 16) research concluded 
that if organisations wanted to improve project success rates and get better 
returns for their investment, they must increase the focus on education and 
professionalisation of the sponsor role. This obviously links to the earlier 
point of the sponsor role being an organisational priority; if it is not, this 
will contribute to the lack of understanding of the role.

Often when organisations attempt to address the training issue, sponsors 
are given the incorrect skills (Chapman 2017). For example, while sponsors 
need an understanding of project management, they do not need to be 
trained as project managers; that is not their job. Rather, organisations 
should focus support and training on improving the disciplines ‘associated 
with portfolio decision making and governance, particularly in the areas 
of defining and monitoring the realisation of project benefits’ (AIPM 
& KPMG 2018: 16). Defining and addressing the support and training 
requirements of sponsors, given the multidimensional role they undertake, 
can be a challenge for organisations (Bryde 2008; Breese et al. 2020).

As sponsors are generally a senior executive within the organisation, 
it  can be assumed that they are already busy people, which leads to the 
risk of them being unable to commit the required time to the sponsor role 
(PMI 2012). How the organisation and the sponsor structure their role and 
time is therefore critical. Should they step out of their day-to-day role for 
the duration of the project? Should they enlist support to build a ‘sponsor 
support’ team? What is not required is a ‘disconnected executive whose 
main responsibility is to secure the project funds and then come in for 
the victory lap when it is all over’ (PMI 2012). Other types of unwanted 
sponsors (APM 2018: 8–9) include the ‘butterfly type, whose interest in 
the project waxes and wanes’; the ‘reluctant sponsor’, who does not want 
the role and is not tied to the benefits but feels unable to say no; and the 
‘incompetent sponsor’, who simply has no idea of what the role requires. 
Interestingly, the research also indicates a growing trend in organisations 
for large projects to dedicate a full-time sponsor and treat this as a career 
development role (APM 2018).

Research on the institutional governance of the sponsor role in the Australian 
and New Zealand public sectors could not be identified; however, the 
jurisdictional frameworks and internal reviews offer insight. For example, 
with the introduction of PRINCE2 and gateway reviews in New Zealand 
and several Australian jurisdictions, the sponsor became an identified role 
and its importance was detailed (Tatnall et al. 2013: 53; Sharpe 2007: 205). 
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However, despite these institutional guidelines, there is evidence that while 
the sponsor role and its importance are documented, implementation is a 
different challenge.

A number of years after the introduction of PRINCE2, the Victorian 
Auditor-General (VAGO 2008: 8) concluded that project outcomes 
were negatively impacted by poor project sponsorship, with the sponsor 
not at the appropriate organisational level (p. 34), the sponsor’s roles 
and responsibilities neither documented nor identified (p. 33), and 
methodologies to assist with the sponsor role not being used (p. 34). Three 
years later, the Victorian Ombudsman (2011: 5–8) reported that sponsors’ 
roles and accountability were unclear and undefined, the responsible 
officers were reluctant to make decisions, and leadership from the top was 
required—much the same outcomes as the 2008 report. A follow-up report 
(Victorian Ombudsman 2012: 3) concluded that sponsors did not have the 
requisite expertise to undertake the role. In its audit of the A$500-million-
plus Learning Management and Business Reform (LMBR) program, the 
Audit Office of New South Wales (2014) found that the quality of project 
sponsorship had an impact. Gershon found that the Australian Public 
Service needed ‘improved governance/management of projects through 
greater understanding by SROs of their responsibilities’ (2008: 79). In New 
Zealand, the ministerial inquiry into the Novopay1 project (Jack & Wevers 
2013) clearly detailed a failure of project sponsorship as a key factor in the 
project’s failure, and annual reviews of the gateway review process continue 
to identify sponsor-related issues (The Treasury 2017).

Another commonality is that many of the jurisdictions have capability 
frameworks that address organisational ICT and non-ICT roles, yet the 
project sponsor is not identified as a specific role (APSC 2010; Office of 
eGovernment 2011–13; Department of Finance and Services 2012, 2014; 
Department of Finance and Deregulation 2012; DPAC 2013; VPSC 2015).

This highlights a disconnect between the claimed understanding of the 
criticality of the sponsor role and the failure to incorporate this within 
the project management framework in the Australian and New Zealand 
public sectors. Bertsche (2014) argues that what is required is a strong 
organisational link between the sponsor’s capability and role and the overall 
project management approach to build the notion of a project team working 
together and helping each other yet understanding one another’s roles and 

1	  Novopay is covered in more detail in Chapter 6.
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responsibilities and ‘staying in their lane’. This means for the organisation 
to improve its project management capabilities and maturity, it must put 
in place strategies to integrate the role of the sponsor within its project 
management framework (Jones 2006). There is little evidence of that in the 
Australian and New Zealand institutional frameworks.

In summary, the literature indicates that the sponsor role is critical to 
project success, yet it remains largely misunderstood organisationally and 
there is no priority to address this as a required executive skill or to provide 
the necessary training and support to develop the skills. For a project to 
succeed it needs a capable and dedicated sponsor for its duration. While 
within the Australian and New Zealand public sectors there is evidence of 
recognition that the sponsor role is required and is important, there is little 
evidence that the necessary capabilities are being addressed institutionally.

Project management
Project management as a formal discipline ‘was born in the middle of the 
twentieth century’ with schemes such as the Manhattan Project to build 
the first atomic bomb (Shenhar & Dvir 2007: 8–9). The discipline and its 
guidelines and processes continued to develop and began to be recognised 
as a profession. Rules and procedures for use emerged and, in 1969, the 
Project Management Institute formed to develop global standards, with 
the PMI described as the premier global project management professional 
body (Shenhar & Dvir 2007: 8–9; Dinsmore & Cabanis-Brewin 2010).

The PMI, leveraging its other guidelines and project management standards 
such as the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) and the 
Standard for Project Management, provided guidelines for organisations to 
use in improving their project management disciplines, the Organizational 
Project Management Maturity Model (PMI 2013b). The PMI argues 
that for organisations to successfully deliver in areas such as new product 
development, operational effectiveness, and customer services enhancement, 
the executive must focus on project management capability. This means 
building ‘an environment for delivering individual projects and programs, 
while creating an organisational culture that treats temporary endeavours 
as projects’ (PMI 2013b). This requires the organisation to understand 
what ‘project management-related practices, knowledge, skills, tools, and 
techniques have proven consistently to be useful’, including processes to 
compare against industry practices, the identification of capabilities, and ‘the 
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establishment of a roadmap for achieving improvements specific to the needs 
of the organisation’ (PMI 2013b: 1.2). Organisational project management 
(OPM) is an integrated model to deliver organisational strategy/policy 
through project and program management. From organisational strategy, 
OPM evaluates and aligns initiatives to ‘a set of programs and/or projects that 
yield the appropriate value decisions and benefits for the organisation’. These 
are delivered by a series of projects or programs through to the realisation 
of the benefits (PMI 2013b: 1.3). There is an important feedback loop that 
reviews, monitors, and adjusts projects/programs as necessary (see Figure 2.2). 
The key factor to note in this principle is that projects are not ad hoc; they 
derive from a strategy, assessed as part of an organisational portfolio of work, 
and delivered and monitored throughout. This is the result of the integration 
of knowledge, strategy, people, and processes (PMI 2013b).

Figure 2.2 The organisational project management model
Source: Created by author. Adapted from PMI (2013b: 1.3).

‘Portfolio’ refers to the collective management of a group of projects or 
programs aligned to achieve organisational objectives. Program management 
is a collection of projects linked through a common outcome or type of 
collective capability. Program management has specific knowledge, skills, 
tools, and techniques that differ from the management of individual 
projects and has a focus on the interdependencies between the individual 
projects. Project management is the application of knowledge, skills, tools, 
and techniques to meet project requirements (PMI 2013b: 1.5.1–3). 

A principal factor to note is that ‘project management’ does not refer to a 
particular position or role, such as a project manager. It is a discipline that 
encompasses the integration of the right processes (structure, guidelines, 
standards, rules, and so on) that can be actioned by the right people 
(organisational capability and capacity) to plan and deliver a coordinated 
series of projects/programs that realise organisational strategy; a project 
manager is supported in their role by the other integrated parts.
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To assist in this process, mature project management organisations can 
have a project management office (PMO), which is a central organisational 
body that coordinates all projects or programs. A PMO is responsible for 
translating the organisation’s strategy into a series of projects and programs 
(Altuwaijri & Khorsheed 2012: 39) and is responsible for organisation-wide 
distribution of project management best practices (Bolles 2002). The PMI 
argues that a PMO liaises between the portfolio, program, and projects, and 
monitors and reports on progress, and its primary function is to support the 
programs, projects, and key staff—for example, through initiatives such as 
training, communication, developing processes and templates, identifying 
methodologies, and the management of shared resources (PMI 2013b: 
1.5.5). However, the structure and role can vary in each organisation.

Another indication of an organisation’s project management maturity 
is whether they can be classified as project-based organisations (PBOs). 
A PBO is ‘one which makes the strategic decision to adopt project, program 
and project portfolio management as business processes to manage its work’ 
(Miterev et al. 2017: 481).

PBOs treat project management as a ‘strategic competency’ (Green 2005), 
which is evidenced by a ‘strategic decision to adopt project-based working’ 
and the formalisation of ‘processes and structures to support that choice’ 
(Miterev et al. 2017: 481). Developing and improving project management 
capability are therefore priorities of senior management in these organisations 
(Kwak et al. 2015: 1652).

In PBOs, people can ‘spend a large amount of their time working in various 
types of temporary project constellations’ (Bredin 2008: 567). That is 
not to say PBOs do not have permanent structures and processes; rather, 
temporary project structures are embedded in this permanent context. 
Organisational structures can also differ in PBOs, from the traditional 
top-down hierarchical structure to those more vertically and horizontally 
integrated to meld business and corporate strategy with project delivery 
(Thiry & Deguire 2007: 651–52). However, Bredin (2008: 567) argues 
that, regardless of these structures, a key feature of PBOs is that they ‘retain 
a core group of employees for initiating, organising, and conducting’ 
projects. Another emerging trend in PBOs is for project managers to take 
on senior organisational management roles (Thiry & Deguire 2007: 651) 
in recognition of their organisational importance.
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These arguments about the importance of project management in the 
delivery of an organisation’s strategy, and the need to integrate this within the 
organisation, lead to a discussion of where project management fits within 
an organisational structure and the importance placed on it by executives. 
Bolles (2002) argues that if an organisation wants to effectively deliver 
strategy, project management must be at the executive management level, 
otherwise ‘how can a company ensure that projects are managed successfully 
across the organisation, and that strategic, mission-critical projects are 
given the best opportunity to succeed from the very start’. This includes 
executive acceptance of project management as an independent business 
function ‘at  the highest level of the organisation to enable the authority 
that is required to distribute, monitor, and control the distribution of the 
disciplines required to achieve enterprise-wide project management best 
practice capabilities’.

There have been many reviews of project management capability across the 
Australian and New Zealand public sectors that indicate that this executive 
priority is missing. In his extensive review of large APS projects, Shergold 
(2015) cites the lack of project management capacity and capability as 
a major factor in project failure. He found that the Australian Public Service 
lacked discipline in project management (Shergold 2015: vii), did not value 
the importance of project management skills, needed to recognise project 
managers as a community of practice within the public service (p. 6), and 
had no plan to address this deficiency.

The Victorian Ombudsman (2012: 5–7), following an investigation into 
large Victorian Government ICT projects, concluded that within the 
Victorian public sector there was a lack of skilled senior project managers 
and no effective strategy in place to address this, which remain factors in the 
ongoing problems within Victorian Government ICT projects. It was noted 
that in an attempt to manage projects internally, agencies had appointed 
unskilled public sector staff to manage projects with ‘often disastrous 
consequences’. A review by the Northern Territory Legislative Assembly 
(Public Accounts Committee 2014: 15–19) into the management of 
public sector ICT projects concluded that a major factor in the continuing 
problems with project delivery was the lack of inhouse project management 
capability and capacity, inclusive of staffing, guidelines, methodologies, and 
standards. In their extensive study into large New Zealand Government 
ICT projects, Gauld and Goldfinch (2006: 132) concluded—tongue 
in cheek—that if the public sector wanted to increase the likelihood of 
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failure, they should continue to ‘rely on the advice and skills of contracted 
consultants, salespeople, and ICT suppliers, and do not develop your own 
project management’ capability and capacity.

There is evidence within the various jurisdictions’ capability frameworks 
that project management has been identified as a specific capability 
(APSC  2010; Office of eGovernment 2011–13; Department of Finance 
and Deregulation 2012; DPAC 2013; Department of Finance and Services 
2012, 2014; VPSC 2015); however, as detailed in the literature, addressing 
project management capability and capacity is more than just having several 
project managers. There is little literature to indicate that Australian and 
New Zealand public sector agencies have addressed the integration of the 
project management discipline within organisations.

As evidenced in Chapter 1, regardless of sector and industry, large ICT 
software projects continue to have poor outcomes when measured against 
time, cost, and scope, regardless of how project management has been 
addressed within those organisations. Using data collected over many years, 
Shenhar and Dvir (2007: 5–7) argue that these poor outcomes do not 
necessarily mean that the project was poorly managed or the organisation 
had poor project management capability, as these ‘failures’ have occurred 
in many well-respected organisations, such as the US National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration (NASA). These projects had every reason to 
succeed but did not. The authors conclude that the common theme in the 
organisations and projects is that ‘executives as well as project teams failed 
to appreciate up front the extent of uncertainty and complexity involved 
(or failed to communicate this extent to each other) and failed to adapt their 
management style to the situation’ (Shenhar & Dvir 2007: 5–7).

Yet, size alone is not an indication of project complexity, nor is project 
complexity unique to size (Rolstadås & Schiefloe 2017), as every type 
of project involves some level of complexity (Hornby 1995). Defining 
complexity is a hot topic (Bakhshi et al. 2016). While the PMI defines 
project complexity as ‘a characteristic of a program or project or its 
environment that is difficult to manage due to human behaviour, system 
behaviour, and ambiguity’ (2014: 12), in an excellent article researching 
project complexity, Bakhshi et al. (2016) argue that it is challenging to 
provide a single accurate and comprehensive definition of complexity. This 
is because there are many factors in complex projects, with their literature 
review identifying 128 complexity factors. Hence, they argue that project 
complexity should be analysed according to seven dominant integrated 
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elements: context, autonomy, belonging, connectivity, diversity, emergence, 
and size. In a slight variation, but certainly linked to these findings, 
Rolstadås and Schiefloe (2017) argue that all projects start with a set of 
‘generic complexity drivers such as ambiguity, uncertainty, unpredictability 
and pace’, which are then influenced by the project’s context, such as that 
of the political and the organisational, to determine complexity.

Therefore, while size alone is not a determinant of complexity, it has been 
argued that the complexity of large ICT projects has increased (Baccarini 
1996; Ribbers & Schoo 2002; Hass 2008: Introduction; Bakhshi et al. 
2016) due to the focus on business-driven change, to which the traditional 
information technology (IT) function has had to adapt. IT projects are no 
longer developed in isolation but with ‘the overarching process of business 
transformation; the reach of change extends to all areas of the organisation 
and beyond to customers, suppliers, and business partners—making 
the complexity of projects formidable’ (Hass 2008: Introduction). This 
complexity is increased as large-scale projects are long in duration and 
susceptible to changing environments and business needs. They can have 
far-reaching but ill-defined scope and poorly understood requirements, and 
often have rigid time frames and inflexible budgets. By their size alone, 
they will be organisationally important and therefore extremely visible, in 
the public sector politically charged, and with many varying expectations—​
a challenge for any organisation, regardless of its project management 
maturity. Therefore, Hass (2008: Introduction) argues that ‘we must find 
new ways to manage large, complex projects’ with a starting point being 
a ‘more flexible and adaptive approach to project management’.

Due to these factors, where once project management was a focus on time 
and money, and achieving those targets in a linear manner, due to the 
complexity of large projects there is now a requirement for a more ‘exciting’ 
and adaptive form of project management (Morris 1998: 3). However, 
Hass (2008: Ch. 1) argues that the problem is that with more complexity 
impacting on projects, the common organisational response is to revert to 
the assumed control and rigidity of the traditional project management 
approach. Hass argues that to deal with this dilemma, a ‘contemporary 
adaptive project management model is emerging’—one that acknowledges 
the unpredictability of large projects, and the resulting need to manage ‘in a 
very different manner using complexity thinking, which teaches us to adapt 
to our environment for our very survival’. A comparison of the conventional 
and adaptive approaches to project management is provided in Table 2.2.
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Table 2.2 Conventional versus adaptive project management

Conventional project management Adaptive project management

Structured, orderly Spontaneous, disorganised

Relies heavily on plans Evolves over time as more is learned

Predictable, well-defined Ambiguous, unique, unstable, full of surprises

Stable environment Chaotic environment

Proven technologies Unproven technologies

Realistic schedules Aggressive schedule, urgency

Source: Adapted from Hass (2008: Table 2.1).

Organisations must find not only new ways of applying the project 
management discipline, but also a fresh style of project leadership (Hass 2008: 
Ch. 4). In recognition of this, and to address the complexity issues in the 
project management of large complex projects, the Australian Department 
of Defence has issued standards (ICCPM 2012) and describes requirements 
for adaptive planning and leadership. There is a series of special attributes, 
such as wisdom, action, outcome orientation, and the ability to create, 
lead innovative teams, be focused, courageous, and influential (ICCPM 
2012:  93). While this is an excellent initiative, one criticism is that the 
literature indicates there are issues with obtaining capability and capacity in 
the public sector for ‘conventional’ project leadership; this requirement for 
an adaptive project management style ups the ante even further, as it will be 
a special person and team that have all those attributes.

The project management framework within an organisation should also 
address appropriate delivery methods. This is discussed at length by Hass 
(2008: Chs 6–8), who argues that, depending on the complexity of the 
project, different models are suitable.

One is the waterfall method, which has sets of distinct activities that are 
carried out sequentially—for example, gather your requirements, undertake 
the design based on those requirements, code, test, and so on (Royce 1970). 
Waterfall projects seek stability and predictability, are quite formal in 
structure, and require extensive documentation for managing stakeholder 
concerns, such as clearly communicating the expected results and approach 
to stakeholders at the start of the project (Thummadi & Lyytinen 2020; 
Fagarasan et al. 2021; Thesing et al. 2021).

Recent industry research has found that a waterfall approach is advantageous 
when the project has fixed roles and processes with clear responsibilities, 
team members with predictive capabilities and capacities, dependencies are 
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known and can be predicted, it is possible to deliver reliable estimations of 
time, scope, and budget, and therefore the original planning will be relevant 
throughout (Thesing et al. 2021). However, therein lies the challenge for 
large long-term projects operating in a complex, changing environment: 
How can the stability and predictability required for the waterfall method 
be achieved? That question is perhaps answered by the disadvantages of 
waterfall, as highlighted by Thesing et al. (2021). Their research found 
that from a project management practitioner’s perspective, waterfall led to 
inaccurate planning due to abstract specifications and an inability to detail 
all requirements at the beginning; the correction of errors as a result was 
costly and time-consuming; and, due to the rigid structure, flexible and 
adaptive approaches to address issues were limited. As a result, they argue 
that waterfall is suitable for small to medium-sized projects that have little 
room for change, have fixed scope and budget, and for which the product 
must be delivered in one piece (Hass 2008; Fagarasan et al. 2021).

To address these shortcomings, an alternative is to use an iterative approach, 
such as agile, the principles of which are simple: start with your goal, 
requirements, scope, and so on, but break the delivery into iterations. 
Complete iteration one and then fully review what was done, how it was 
done, how long it took, and so on. Then apply those lessons to iteration two 
and repeat, learning, adapting, and finetuning as you progress (Hass 2008). 
Agile differentiates itself from traditional methods like waterfall by placing 
more value on individuals and interactions than on processes and tools, 
on working software than comprehensive documentation, customer 
collaboration over contract negotiation, and responding to change rather 
than following a plan. It also has principles of early and continuous 
delivery of software, harnessing change, collaborative development between 
the business and developers, face-to-face communication, sustainable 
development with a cycle of continuous learning and improvement, and 
continuous attention to technical excellence and design (Beck et al. 2001; 
Aleinikova et al. 2020; Thesing et al. 2021). 

It is claimed that agile has other advantages, such as rapid recognition of 
issues and requirements, flexibility to adapt to change, fast identification 
of  errors, and lower risk of false developments (Aleinikova et al. 2020; 
Thesing et al. 2021). In addition, a study focused on the public sector 
found that agile can remove bureaucratic procedures and problems through 
its flexibility and adaptive culture (Aleinikova et al. 2020). However, 
industry research also found that, from a project management practitioner’s 
perspective, there were disadvantages, including organisational cultural 
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issues with the approach, dependence on self-organisation, communication 
issues across large, distributed teams, and increased testing requirements 
(Thesing et al. 2021).

Unlike waterfall, an agile method, it is argued, is suitable for any size 
project, but particularly for those where requirements are initially unclear 
and progressively emerge, the scope is likely to change, the project can begin 
with a ‘rough order-of-magnitude budget’, the product can be delivered in 
iterations, and there is importance placed on progressive customer feedback 
and end-user value (Fargarasan et al. 2021). Agile is now in wide use for 
software projects (Abrahamsson et al. 2009; Dingsøyr et al. 2013; Lappi 
& Aaltonen 2017) as it encourages creativity and rapid adaptation and has 
a customer focus (Thomke & Reinertsen 1998; Schwaber 2004).

For the most complex of projects, Hass (2008: Ch. 7) argues that a 
prototyping model is more appropriate. This is also iterative, but simplified, 
with the aim to build a prototype, review, validate, and then adapt, addressing 
design, technical, and stakeholder issues as you go (for a diagrammatic view 
of complexity and project delivery models, see Figure 2.3).

Figure 2.3 Complexity and project delivery methods
Source: Created by author. Adapted from arguments in (Hass 2008: Chs 6–8).
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It is also pertinent to note that there are differing views on the application 
of iterative models like agile to large projects. There is an argument that it is 
more suited to a project with low ‘background complexity but high front-
end interactivity’ (Berger & Beynon-Davies 2009: 566), while another 
is that it can and has been applied successfully to a large complex ICT 
software project (Fowler 2005). The commonality is an agreement that the 
iterative approach helps break down complexity and how the organisation 
adapts its project management framework to support its use has a major 
bearing on its success.

There is evidence of a need for most Australian and New Zealand jurisdictional 
institutional frameworks to consider iterative project management options, 
such as agile, for large complex projects (Victorian Government CIO 
Council 2015; GCIO 2016; digital.govt.nz 2019; Digital.NSW 2022a; 
QGCIO 2018a). The issue for these jurisdictions is that organisations need 
the corresponding project management capability.

In summary, project management must be understood as a discipline, 
comprising many roles and skills, and supported by institutionalised 
guidelines, rules, processes, and the like. Mature project organisations 
integrate projects throughout their core business and support project 
management as an organisational priority. There is little evidence this applies 
to the Australian and New Zealand public sectors. Project management is 
further challenged in large-scale ICT software projects as they are classified 
as complex and therefore require additional skills. The argument is therefore 
to break down complexity by engaging in an iterative delivery method, 
such as agile.

Forecasting
In my career, the terms ‘forecasting’ and ‘estimating’ were used 
interchangeably when discussing the process of planning a project’s outcome 
and deriving factors such as cost and time—something that the literature 
highlights is not quite correct.

A forecast is a prediction ‘of what will happen based on evidence or 
assumptions’ and is an approach to lessen uncertainty in the estimation 
process. This is undertaken by ‘using past and present data, [and] analysing 
trends’ and ‘can be data-driven rather than shots in the dark’. Forecasting 
can help ‘identify threats to achieving project timelines: particularly when 
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you are managing a long-term, complex project’ (AIPM 2021). In effect, 
forecasting is an estimation of future events, but one made by a deeper 
analysis of the past, using data and potentially data models to estimate 
the future.

Estimation is less structured and can be thought of as a considered guess—
one possibly based on experience. Meyer (2016) argues that estimation is 
‘human involvement to create a forecast that considers past projects, personal 
experience, and industry-specific knowledge and techniques’, but concludes, 
importantly, that ‘the process of estimation is often subject to biases by the 
estimator’. In addition, Meyer states that these subjective guesses are open 
to optimism bias and the vagaries of memory and can be internally focused 
and exclude external factors. Forecasting aims to apply methods to address 
these estimation shortcomings for large complex projects. The progression 
from a pure guess to a data-driven estimation is displayed in Figure 2.4.

Figure 2.4 The progression to a data-driven forecast
Source: Created by author.

Flyvbjerg (2013: 760) describes the forecasting process as the ‘front end’ of a 
project, as it is where alignment with organisational processes and resources 
to achieve that ‘target’ is made (Kwak et al. 2014: 41). Flyvbjerg (2013: 
760) argues that many researchers cite this stage as critical to a good project 
outcome; in fact, they claim it is perhaps the ‘most important stage in the 
overall project cycle in securing the success of projects or avoiding failure’.

The forecast establishes factors such as cost, time, the scope of work, and 
what benefits will be delivered, to whom and by whom. Forecasting provides 
criteria for the approval of the project and potentially for its approval over 
other projects. This means any unrealistic forecast ‘corrupts the decision-
making process’ (Andersen et al. 2016: 171–72). It also sets the benchmark 
for assessing the project’s outcome. Hall (1980: 4), in his study of great 
planning disasters, argues that these projects were evaluated as disasters 
based on ‘forecasts that were later found [to be] inadequate and misleading’.
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The organisation’s project management maturity, capability, and capacity and 
the role of project management guidelines, practices, standards, forecasting 
methods, and particularly how the project manager applies these are crucial 
factors in the forecasting process (Caliste 2013; PMI 2013a). Given the 
importance of the forecast to gaining approval, and then throughout the 
project to implementation and evaluation, it must be, if not accurate, 
then relevant; it must have some efficacy. Both the PMI (2017) and the 
International Project Management Association (IPMA 2015: 6)2 have codes 
of ethics and professional conduct that clearly indicate the responsibility for 
the project manager to undertake ethical planning and create a forecast that 
is reasonable, truthful, and accurate.

While professional bodies argue that there is an ethical requirement for 
project management to prepare relevant forecasts, there are two other factors 
widely documented in the literature that impact on forecast preparation for 
all large projects. Flyvbjerg (2008) argues that the first is excessive optimism 
or ‘delusion’ about what is to be achieved, how, at what cost, by when, 
and, importantly, what benefits will be delivered. This is largely the topic 
of the book Dangerous Enthusiasms (Gauld & Goldfinch 2006), in which 
the authors argue that New Zealand Government agencies, with great 
optimism and enthusiasm, initiated large projects that were simply beyond 
their capability and capacity and for which they were delusional to think 
they would succeed. This is not so much unethical as excessive—to the 
point of being dangerous—optimism.

The second and more sinister factor, unethical and difficult to prove, 
is  ‘deception’ at the time of planning—for example, deliberately under- 
or over-forecasting costs and benefits to gain approval. The issue with 
this is that governments commit to the project at a cost to achieve those 
benefits and, if they are inaccurate, the premise for the approval is false. 
Both scenarios have a similar negative impact, as they set unrealistic and 
possibly unachievable expectations from the outset—a platform for failure 
that could be a factor in the current high failure rates.

2	  According to the IPMA’s website, it ‘is a Federation of about 70 Member Associations (MAs). 
Our MAs develop project management competencies in their geographic areas of influence, interacting 
with thousands of practitioners and developing relationships with corporations, government agencies, 
universities, and colleges, as well as training organizations and consulting companies’ (available from: 
www.ipma.world/about/).
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The organisational, environmental, and especially political factors in the 
public sector can escalate this propensity for both optimism and deception. 
For example, when there is competition for limited project funding, an 
environmental condition is established for either optimism or deception 
in forecasting (Flyvbjerg 2008: 19): ‘If the project cost is too high, I will 
not get the funds so I am sure we can do it for less and secure the money.’ 
If the project contracts with a third-party vendor who by necessity must be 
involved in forecasting, this can be ‘negatively impacted by the self-interest’ 
of the vendor (Fukuyama 2004: 52) as they aim to secure the contract. 
Elder-Vass (2010: 4–5) argues that within organisations specific groups 
have social structural power and collectively ‘emergent properties’ that have 
causal impact. These factors in turn have implications for forecasting. This 
was discussed in a study for the UK Department of Transport (Flyvbjerg & 
COWI 2004: 37–38), which found that forecasting in the public sector is 
influenced by rational institutionalism as the administrative and political 
decision-making processes are influenced by ‘actors that seek to maximise 
their utility in line with their interests within a rather stable institutional 
setting which impacts upon their behaviour’. These organisational influences 
impact on actors differently, depending on their own interests and personal 
stake in the project. The guide argues that, within the public sector—in this 
case, the UK Department of Transport—this means the various actors have 
either a direct interest or little interest in avoiding delusion and deception 
(see Table 2.3).

Table 2.3 Example from a transport agency of forecasting influenced 
by direct interest

Actors have no or little direct interest 
in avoiding cost overruns

Actors have a direct interest in 
avoiding cost overruns

Local transport authorities Ministry of Finance

Local politicians Department of Transport

Local economic interests

Local civil servants

Consultancies

Individual Members of Parliament

Source: Adapted from Flyvbjerg and COWI (2004: 48).

The implication is that actors such as local politicians have much to gain 
politically from a project proceeding in their constituency, hence optimism 
and deception prevail. However, actors such as the Ministry of Finance 
are more concerned that projects are accurately planned to ensure the best 
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use of limited resources and to approve those projects that will provide the 
best outcomes. The challenge for the public sector is how to manage these 
conflicting interests.

The literature review highlights that there are methods to address both 
delusional optimism and deception in forecasting during project planning. 
As an example, Flyvbjerg et al. (2005) proposed a method called ‘reference 
class forecasting’ (RCF), based on the work of Kahneman and Tversky 
(1979) that earned them the Nobel Prize for Economics. The theory proposes 
that, due to organisational overconfidence, people generally underestimate 
factors such as cost, time, and risk, and overestimate factors such as benefits. 
This is called an ‘inside view’. The theory therefore proposes an ‘outside 
view’, in which forecasts are made considering data available from similar 
initiatives (Flyvbjerg 2008: 18–19). The intent of RCF is to compare project 
forecasts with past similar projects to ‘establish the most likely outcome for 
the specific project’ (Flyvbjerg et al. 2016b: 2).

There are many other methods. Two methods common in the Australian 
and New Zealand public sectors, the PMBOK guide (PMI 2013a: 204–7) 
and the PRINCE2 guide (OGC 2002: 177), provide advice on a process and 
the details to be included—a forecast built on known and assumed details, 
which arguably is more of an estimate than a forecast. The PMI (2011) has a 
process of identifying inputs and required outputs, then estimating the tools 
and techniques required to meet these. In their books on forecasting, Jones 
(2007) and Laird and Brennan (2006) detail various methods and tools to 
assist in forecasting ICT software projects, such as bottom-up, top-down, 
benchmarking, object-oriented, and function-point analysis.

However, all these methods arguably fall victim to Flyvbjerg’s argument of 
delusional or deceptive behaviour as the output is only a reflection of the 
estimates entered. Jones (2007: Preface) acknowledges this by arguing that 
within an organisation methodically produced estimates ‘may be arbitrarily 
replaced by optimistic estimates’—a factor that remains ‘troublesome’—
and cites organisational pressures and environmental factors as key reasons. 
Laird and Brennan (2006: 79) simply state that forecasting ‘has a long way 
to go’. In a nod to the arguments of Flyvbjerg and the RCF, Jones concludes 
that the only way to temper this is to keep historical data on past projects 
and compare forecasts against these—in effect, to learn from the past. The 
notion of ‘learning from the past’ is hardly a new insight. In 1905, George 
Santayana argued that ‘those who cannot remember the past are condemned 
to repeat it’. To undertake such comparisons and learn from the past would 
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require the public sector to have the data available, and there is no evidence 
that this is the case. In addition, the variances of and time between large 
projects in an organisation or sector are such that the application of past 
learnings to future forecasting is difficult (McMillan 1992; Liu et al. 
2010: 230).

The other factor—as identified in the project management section—that 
negatively influences the ability to provide relevant forecasts for large ICT 
software projects is their complexity (Cooke-Davies et al. 2011; Herszon 
& Keraminiyage 2014). In their study of the impacts of complexity on 
forecasting, Herszon and Keraminiyage (2014) argue that traditional 
forecasting processes fail to deal with complexity and they identify 
23 dimensions that impact on this, including the project size, organisational 
capability and capacity, political influence, environmental constraints, 
uncertainty, stakeholder interaction, and project management maturity. 
The argument is that all these add to the complexity of the project and 
challenge the ability to accurately forecast over the long term. Therefore, 
forecasts for large complex projects that have tried to predict the future 
are ‘fanciful’ and only ‘guesstimates’ that provided a starting ‘target’ and 
are simply ‘unreliable’ (Touran & Lopez 2006; Andersen et al. 2016: 172; 
Turner & Xue 2018: 783).

Within the Australian and New Zealand public sectors there is evidence 
from  the institutional governance frameworks of efforts to enable more 
accurate forecasting. New Zealand has implemented extensive procedures 
for large ICT projects within the Better Business Cases framework 
(The Treasury 2019), including various forecasting methods and reference 
to optimism and how to address this. Victoria has the High Value High Risk 
(DTF 2018) assurance framework for large high-risk projects, which aims 
to improve both preparation and vetting of forecasts. It is not as though 
the public sector is unaware of the issue and its challenges and, to their 
credit, they are adapting processes. However, the question remains, for large 
complex projects with long time frames, how can this ever be accurate? It is 
arguably about applying more control from above, rather than looking at 
the issues only from the perception of actors involved in these projects.

Within the project management literature review, the recommended 
approach is to break down the complexity of large ICT software projects 
by moving to an iterative delivery model. A principle of this approach, such 
as in agile, is to do ‘just enough’ planning and forecasting to begin and 
then build knowledge and certainty as you progress. In effect, begin with 
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knowing what you want to deliver and why, but not necessarily how long it 
will take or cost. This imposes conflicts on organisations used to traditional 
upfront forecasting, approval, and funding, including fluid versus specific 
delivery dates and costs, flexible versus fixed plans, and just enough versus 
total control. The conclusion is that organisations must adapt the funding 
process accordingly (Cao et al. 2013). This is perhaps easier said than done in 
the public sector, as evidenced by the fact that the institutional frameworks 
across Australia and New Zealand generally require the preparation of a full 
upfront forecast for a large project (DPAC 2008a; Queensland Treasury 
2015; DoF 2015; DTF 2015, 2018; The Treasury 2019).

In summary, the literature indicates that relevant forecasts at the project 
approval stage and at implementation are vital for the allocation of limited 
organisational resources and for assessing the project’s outcome. Various 
methods are utilised, but each is a complex task and dependent on data 
that may not be available. There are many environmental factors that add 
to the forecasting challenge. Political factors can also influence public 
sector forecasts—for example, through pressure to keep the forecast within 
a politically acceptable range. Delusional optimism and deception have 
been identified as factors that skew forecasts, rendering them irrelevant; 
acknowledging these behaviours exist is one thing, effectively controlling 
them is another. There is an argument that the complexity and multifaceted 
and unpredictable interdependencies of large ICT software projects make 
any expectation of a relevant forecast ‘fanciful’. That leads to the question of 
whether the only point of doing them is to tick a box? New delivery methods 
such as agile conflict with traditional forecasting and funding processes in 
the Australian and New Zealand public sectors and, if these methods are to 
be used, the forecasting process must adapt accordingly.
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