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The sponsor: The career-

limiting role

It is career-limiting to damage your reputation with a big IT project. 
(Person AH, CIO, Victoria)

Introduction
According to the analysis of all part one elite interviewees (see ‘The puzzle’ 
section, Chapter 1: Table 1.1), supported by vignettes from cited 
interviewees, there is a perception that governance via the institutional 
framework of the sponsor’s role is ineffective. The dominant view is that no 
jurisdiction has the capability and sponsors do not fully understand the role 
and its responsibilities and accountabilities.

This is due to a senior executive failure to address the sponsor role and 
recognise its speciality and complexity; the sponsor remains organisationally 
a ‘second-fiddle’ role. As a result of this failure to address capability for 
a critical project role, the key lesson learnt by executives is a ‘learned 
helplessness’—​a belief that all large projects fail. Therefore, actors try to avoid 
undertaking the role and its resulting accountability as it is seen as career-
limiting with little chance of success and with punishment awaiting—a role 
seen as the proverbial ‘hospital pass’.

There was a small group of entrepreneurs who perceived the issue to be 
the complexity of large ICT software projects undertaken by traditional 
delivery methods. These projects require a very skilled, specialised, and 
experienced sponsor—one who, except by chance, does not exist in the 
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public sector. Therefore, the argument is to change delivery methods, 
stop doing large ICT projects traditionally and look at component-based 
delivery to remove that specialised capability from the equation. This would 
improve the chances of success, lower the risk of failure, and provide the 
sponsor with some hope and encouragement, rather than fear. However, 
this would require an actor with the right agency and entrepreneurial skills, 
as they are in effect required to step outside the institutional governance 
framework. The problem is such actors are in short supply.

To support these findings, this chapter details the elite interviewees’ 
perspectives on the governance of the sponsor role across the New Zealand 
and selected Australian jurisdictions. The interview questions were 
aligned to four categories identified in the review of the sponsor literature 
(see Figure 3.1). They are:

•	 Capability: Do the sectors have sponsor capability and is an assessment 
of this capability part of project planning and initiation?

•	 Role: How institutionalised is the sponsor role, its responsibilities, 
and accountabilities, and how well is this understood by the actors?

•	 Model: How are sponsors selected and appointed?
•	 Training and support: What training and support are provided?

For category, perspectives from the elite interview data are analysed, 
supported by vignettes from the interviews. These findings are summarised 
by various categories, followed by a short conclusion.

Figure 3.1 Categories for sponsor analysis
Source: Created by author.
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The elite interviews

Capability: Is the maturity there, and how is it 
being assessed?

The elite interviewees were asked whether they believed sponsors within 
their jurisdiction had the required capability for a large ICT software project. 
It was a direct question that received direct answers, with the dominant 
perspective across all jurisdictions being that the capability does not exist, 
as evidenced by the following vignettes:

No, they don’t have the skills. (Person AK, CIO, Vic.)

Ah, shit no. (Person AB, Senior project manager, APS)

[T]he sponsor would be the first to tell you they don’t. (Person Q, 
ICT assurance, NZ)

I’ve rarely seen that [capable sponsor] to be the case. (Person AA, 
ICT audit, NSW)

The other consistent perspective was that there is a reliance on written 
guidelines to lift sponsor capability, with a supporting perspective that 
documentation alone is not enough. An APS CIO (Person G) summed this 
up: ‘[I]t is not just about reading. I can read all that, but if I have never done 
it before, gosh!’

Where there are exceptions to this lack of capability, the factors for this 
are consistent across jurisdictions. Capability can be present because of 
experience, chance, luck, or, in effect, it can be ‘random’ (Person AH, 
CIO, Vic.). The argument for experience as a factor is that these sponsors 
have learnt by doing the ‘hard yards’ and ‘have the scars’ (Person C, Senior 
IQA, NSW) to prove it. A senior ICT assurance officer (Person AG, Vic.) 
argued that, without this experience, sponsors are left floundering while 
they ‘try to come to terms with what [the role] means’.

This was tempered by a senior executive (Person E, NSW), who argued 
that experience is no guarantee of improved capability, and depends on the 
actor learning from that experience. They cited an example of a sponsor who 
had not learnt and simply carried forward poor practices from a previous 
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project to the new one. This was supported by the perspective of a CIO 
(Person O, NZ) that the ability to learn from past experiences ‘has not been 
a skill always displayed by sponsors’.

Adding another twist to this perspective, a CIO (Person W, NZ) posited 
that sponsor capability has not improved, despite the volume of projects 
in the sector, due to ongoing poor project outcomes, which has resulted in 
senior executives wanting no involvement: the sponsors ‘get so burnt and 
destroyed over them they will always refuse to do another one. So, there is 
never a lesson learnt because there is never an experience you take forward.’

Person W argued that this is an organisational loss of ‘learned capability’ 
and that there is a tendency to punish a sponsor instead of supporting them 
and saying: ‘We understand what you have been through, it was hard, but 
you have learnt a lot, we value that experience and hope that you will now 
be a valuable organisational asset for future project capability.’ As a result, 
the actor says ‘not on your life’.

A final factor that can contribute to existing sponsor capability is when the 
agency is a project-based organisation1 that has a ‘demonstrable’ (Person 
AF, Senior ICT assurance, Vic.) culture of running large projects. However, 
there was also a perspective across all jurisdictions that there are very few 
such government agencies. A senior ICT assurance officer (Person  T, 
NZ) argued that private sector project-based organisations understand 
the difference between an operational role and a project-based role but 
the public sector does not. With the ability to compare sectors, a former 
Victorian Government CIO now in the private sector (Person AI) adds 
that private sector project-based companies have entrenched and mature 
project delivery capability and consequently sponsors understand what is 
involved and are more likely to have the capability required. They argued 
that things are different in the Victorian public sector, where ‘the sponsor 
of that program, that’s not really what they do, and so they do not really 
understand what is involved’.

The belief that jurisdictions fail to understand the sponsor role is not only 
a result of agencies lacking project-based maturity, but also related to the 
lack of senior executive–level commitment to acknowledging the sponsor 
role, its importance, and the need to have this as an organisational capability. 

1	  According to Thiry (2007), this is: ‘An organisation that manages functions within a temporary 
project organisation setting. Firms that conduct the majority of their activities in project mode and/or 
privilege the project dimensions over functional dimensions in their structure and processes.’ 
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One CIO (Person AK, Vic.) highlighted the sponsor as one of the top-three 
large project capability issues for the public sector to address, and argued 
that capability will only be addressed when ‘there is genuine intent to have 
executive sponsorship as part of the organisational culture’.

A reason for this lack of organisational intent—one highlighted in other 
jurisdictions—was given by a senior executive (Person AN, NT), who stated 
that improving sponsor capabilities ‘will always play second fiddle to day-
to-day operations capabilities’.

The common perspective is that improving senior executive sponsor 
capability takes a back seat to operational capabilities. However, there were 
also views that this is not acceptable and entrenches the attitude. One CIO 
(Person AH, Vic.) argued that sponsor capability should be a prerequisite 
for all senior executives, part of their skill set, just as financial management 
is. This means claiming ‘I do not know how to manage a technology project’ 
would be akin to stating ‘I do not know how to manage money’.

A consequence of this lack of organisational understanding of the breadth 
and diversity of the sponsor role and responsibilities is that jurisdictions 
focus on one skillset such as project management, instead of the full suite of 
required skills, believing this is a ‘panacea’ (Person AI, CIO, Vic.). Linked 
to this lack of organisational understanding was a popular perspective that 
actors undertaking the sponsor role have a misguided assessment of their 
own capability—or, as a CIO (Person S, NZ) stated, being capable ‘in your 
day job does not mean you will be a capable sponsor’.

Person S argued that this is human nature as such executives are unwilling 
to admit ‘that I do not know what I am theoretically supposed to know’.

Another CIO (Person O, NZ) summed this up: ‘[T]hey do not know what 
they do not know, they struggle and do not always have the humility to 
learn from people that have done that before.’

Despite these comments, interviewees made it clear that sponsors want the 
project to succeed; they do their best but simply do not have the capability 
or understanding required. For a personal perspective on this issue, a senior 
executive (Person AM, NT) who at the time of the interview was also the 
sponsor of a large ICT software project was asked about their capability 
to undertake the role. They stated: ‘Whether I have all the knowledge and 
capability, I do not know, but we certainly put in the effort.’
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Person AM will hopefully become an effective sponsor, but this reinforces 
earlier views that the sponsor role and required capability are not understood 
organisationally or jurisdictionally, so finding an effective sponsor is open 
to chance.

While jurisdictions were perceived to be failing to address sponsor capability 
requirements, several elite interview participants raised the spectre of the 
public sector being left further behind due to exogenous and endogenous 
changes in the way large ICT projects are managed. The issue is that while 
the public sector has not yet addressed the current capabilities, new ones 
have emerged. The two examples raised in several jurisdictions were agile 
development and digital transformation, both of which, it was argued, 
would lead to a change in approach, delivery, and project management. 
A senior executive (Person AD, APS) said that the Australian Public Service 
did not have a plan to address this and acquiring these new capabilities 
would not be a simple matter of ‘flicking a switch’.

The interviewees confirmed a lack of awareness of the need to undertake 
a  formal capability assessment of a sponsor before appointment. A CIO 
(Person O, NZ) argued that it is the responsibility of the agency’s chief 
executive to ensure that a sponsor with the appropriate capability is 
appointed. There was agreement across all jurisdictions that a capability 
assessment should be a requirement and part of the selection process; 
in fact, if the capability does not exist, the project should not start.

However, there were two examples—one more advanced than the other—
of jurisdictions starting to address the sponsor capability assessment 
requirement. In New South Wales, a senior executive (Person Z) in an ICT 
assurance group with jurisdiction-wide responsibilities said the need to uplift 
sponsor capability is now recognised as a key area in which they can assist 
agencies and projects. As part of this, the unit has implemented a capability 
review of the designated sponsor before appointment, and this will continue 
to be assessed throughout the project’s lifecycle. In New Zealand, a senior 
ICT assurance officer (Person Q), also with jurisdiction-wide assurance 
responsibilities, said the assessment process was being discussed with a target 
delivery date of two years (from 2018).

In summary, there was much similarity among the elite interviewees and 
across jurisdictions in the perceptions of sponsor capability. At best, sponsor 
capability is dependent on experience or luck, not institutional governance. 
However, the capability is lacking, it is not an organisational priority to address 
the issue, and sponsor capability is not assessed as part of project initiation.
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Role: How institutionalised are the responsibilities 
and accountabilities?

There was a clear understanding and agreement among the elite interviewees 
of the criticality of the sponsor role. A senior project manager (Person 
AB, APS) said the role is ‘fundamental’ to project success, while a senior 
executive (Person K, NZ) believed the role is a ‘huge responsibility’. A CIO 
(Person L, NZ) described the sponsor as ‘a key [project] role’. A senior 
project manager (Person BM, Tas.) argued that the sponsor is the project’s 
champion and a project is reliant on the sponsor to ensure that everyone 
in the organisation is ‘on board’ with the project’s aim. These perspectives 
were perhaps best summed up by another CIO (Person AI, Vic.), who said: 
‘[A]nybody who has ever been on a project management course [knows] 
paragraph one on page one says the most important person in the project 
is the sponsor.’

While there was a general awareness of the sponsor’s criticality to project 
success among the interviewees, there was also a common perspective that 
the actors—typically, executives—who fill the role do not understand this. 
They also fail to understand the full responsibilities and accountabilities 
of the role. It was the opinion of a senior ICT auditor (Person AA, NSW) 
that senior executives in the sponsor role see themselves sitting above the 
project as a figurehead rather than being an active and critical part of it. 
This was supported by a senior project manager (Person AB, APS) who 
argued that sponsors fail to manage project issues; instead, ‘they fester’, with 
negative impacts. Supporting this perspective, a senior executive (Person E, 
NSW) cited as an example an instance in which the sponsor failed to attend 
a project governance meeting that was to make a critical project decision. 
The sponsor was also the chair and the ultimate approver of the decision. 
According to Person E, not only did the sponsor not attend, but also ‘[n]o 
notice was given, and no apologies received’.

The meeting was leaderless and the project was left floundering. Person E 
believed this not only showed a lack of understanding by the sponsor of 
their responsibilities, but also was an avoidance of accepting responsibility 
for the decision. A similar story was provided by a senior project manager 
(Person N, NZ) for a troubled project in which, even with an institutional 
framework providing guidelines for sponsors—such as the need for a steering 
group and their role as head of this—the new sponsor stated upfront: ‘I do 
not see why we have the need for steering groups.’
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When this lack of understanding was discussed with a senior executive 
(Person K, NZ), they posited that ‘there has been naivety by some sponsors 
in regard to their role’.

A senior and very experienced internal quality assurer (IQA) (Person C, 
NSW) with previous roles in many large government ICT projects supported 
these perspectives and added that in some instances sponsors had ignored 
advice and tried to transfer responsibility: ‘[S]ponsors did not really want 
to hear about problems, or they would just say to the program director, 
“You have to solve it somehow”.’

As a result of these issues, a senior ICT assurance officer (Person AD, APS) 
with jurisdiction-wide ICT capability responsibilities acknowledged that 
there is a ‘desperate need’ for the sponsor to be aware of and fully understand 
their responsibilities. They posited that this lack of understanding, as in 
other jurisdictions, is sometimes due to sponsors seeing ICT projects as 
IT  technical projects rather than business transformation projects, and 
therefore believe they can absolve themselves of the responsibility and ‘let the 
IT guys deal with it’. Person AD added that there are plans afoot to form an 
APS ‘community of practice’ to address these issues. That seems prudent, 
as a CIO (Person A, APS) stated that within the Australian Public Service 
there needs to be greater clarity on the responsibilities and accountabilities 
of the sponsor to ensure jurisdiction-wide consistency.

The elite interviewees believed sponsors are unwilling to accept responsibility 
and be held accountable. A CIO (Person AH, Vic.) argued that sponsors use 
the history of poor outcomes for large ICT software projects as a reason to 
not be held accountable. Person AH argued that there is a ‘bullshit construct’ 
within the public sector that ‘big IT projects always fail’, therefore they are 
‘absolved of responsibility’—what could they possibly have done to change it? 
Another CIO (Person AI, Vic.) suggested that the avoidance of accountability 
by the sponsor in the public sector is abetted by government lifecycles that 
see large ICT software projects typically extending across government terms. 
Person AI believed this resulted in the agency and sponsor pushing a problem 
on to a new administration to be dealt with: ‘[A]ll I have to do is go slow this 
year and then it will be somebody else’s problem.’

It was suggested that one issue for sponsors with this approach is that 
avoidance can become a trap. A senior executive (Person E, NSW), citing a 
large and troubled project, said that despite the best efforts of another senior 
executive in the sponsor role to be ‘very removed’ from the project and view 
it as ‘somebody else’s problem’, ongoing problems simply moved ‘closer 
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and closer’ to the sponsor; there was no escape. To address avoidance of 
accountability, a CIO (Person L, NZ) argued that it requires a sponsor ‘brave 
enough’ to take appropriate action, but then suggested that organisational 
factors such as a culture of punishment means finding a brave executive is 
difficult, particularly if that action is seen as career-limiting.

Interviewees across all jurisdictions consistently raised one responsibility 
as being poorly understood, accepted, and managed by sponsors: that of 
stakeholder management, particularly when a third-party vendor is involved. 
It was argued that it is common—in fact, the norm—to have a vendor or 
vendors as part of large ICT software projects either in delivering or as 
partners in delivering the solution, including providing the skilled resources 
required. The consistent perspective was that such vendor management 
is poorly understood and sponsors generally lack the capability to undertake 
this role, because, according to one CIO (Person O, NZ), ‘they have never 
had to do it’.

Person O went on to argue that this capability means understanding the 
need to own the vendor relationship role, which means taking responsibility 
for contacting the vendor directly to highlight and address any serious issues.

Interviewees made several references to sponsors trying to abdicate 
responsibility for the project to the vendor. A CIO (Person G, APS) was 
clear on this, saying the sponsor is responsible for ‘leading the project’, even 
if delivery involves a third party. In those instances, vendor relationship 
management becomes key, as the sponsor cannot—even if they try—
absolve responsibility or accountability to the vendor. Providing a vendor’s 
perspective on this, a private sector CIO (Person AW, NT) with experience 
in large government projects argued that, from a vendor’s perspective, 
relationship management is typically poorly done and the sponsor, rather 
than seeing this as a collaborative win-win arrangement, often sees it as an 
opportunity to ‘screw the vendor’, or thinks it is a strength to be seen to be 
tough on vendors.

Vendor relationships are of course not the only relationships to be managed 
by a sponsor in a large ICT software project. There are relationships internal 
to the project team and those with other internal and external stakeholders. 
As a positive example of a sponsor acknowledging the importance of this 
responsibility, a senior executive (Person AM, NT), currently a sponsor of 
a large program, said they were aware of the importance of engaging with 
stakeholders and clear that it was their responsibility to do so.
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A final perspective concerned the role of the sponsor at the project initiation 
and planning stages. The argument was that this is a critical time in the 
project lifecycle that requires active sponsor involvement to undertake the 
responsibilities required. A CIO (Person G, APS) said this includes, but is 
not limited to, the project structure, contract, relationship management, 
governance structures, and funding. This view was supported by a senior 
executive (Person BL, Tas.), who said previous project successes were a result 
of having the sponsor’s support and involvement from the initiation stage, 
at which they set realistic expectations for deliverables, budget, and time.

In summary, while there was a general perspective on the criticality of the 
sponsor role, there was also a common view that sponsors do not generally 
understand or accept their role, responsibilities, or accountabilities, although 
these are critical from the initiation of the project.

Model: How are sponsors selected and appointed?

As highlighted in the capability section, the sponsor selection process 
generally does not include a capability assessment of the actor’s maturity 
to undertake the role. An experienced senior ICT auditor (Person AA, 
NSW) said they have never seen a sponsor chosen based on capability—​
a consequence of which, according to a senior executive (Person K, NZ), 
is that this immediately hands the agency and the project the challenge of 
equipping that person to undertake the role.

The elite interviewees perceived that, while not exclusively the case, the 
default across the Australian and New Zealand public sectors is to assign 
the sponsor role to a senior executive in the agency. For large ICT software 
projects, this typically is at the deputy secretary level with portfolio 
responsibility for the project outcomes. Ideas about why this is the default 
were also aligned: allocating the role to a lower organisational level would 
diminish organisational oversight and these executives have the authority 
to implement organisational change, can make decisions on factors such 
as budgets and resources, give the project visibility and importance in the 
organisation, and are accepted as an appropriate person to drive change. 
That said, there were also some elite interviewees, such as a senior executive 
(Person BM, Tas.), who acknowledged that this default option is not always 
the best or most appropriate selection method.
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There was, however, a common view of who should not be a sponsor: 
an ICT representative such as the CIO—something that, according to an 
experienced NSW IQA (Person C), would be ‘a waste of time’. This is 
because these types of large ICT software projects are business transformation 
projects and must be seen and recognised as such. The CIO may form part 
of the project with responsibility for technical delivery or the supply of other 
ICT services, but they do not own the business transformation outcomes. 
Selecting a sponsor from the business at project initiation was identified 
as the number one priority by a CIO (Person AI, Vic.), as the actor has a 
‘vested interest in the outcome of the project’.

A final perspective on sponsor selection is aligned with earlier views that 
there is poor organisational understanding of the sponsor role and it is not 
given priority by senior executives. There were arguments that, given these 
factors, organisations blindly follow a process such as gateway or PRINCE2, 
first, to select a sponsor, and, second, to ensure this is a ‘senior officer’. 
A senior executive (Person E, NSW) argued that this represents not a focus 
on an appropriate selection process but rather a procedural step in initiating 
a project that typically leads to the wrong person being appointed sponsor—
or, as they succinctly put it: ‘All we look for is names [to fill boxes].’

Disturbingly, the consensus from the elite interviewees was that the sponsor 
role is one to avoid and there is a general reluctance among senior executives 
to take it on; or, as one CIO (Person W, NZ) said, they will refuse to do so. 
Another CIO (Person AI, Vic.) argued that even those who consider 
taking on the role choose not to once they find out what is involved. This 
reluctance stems from a view that the risks inherent in a large ICT software 
project are large while the upside is small: if I fail, I will be accountable, 
but if I succeed there will be no reward. For executives who have carefully 
established a career in the public sector with hopes or expectations of greater 
things, being the sponsor of a high-risk large ICT software project is seen as 
a possible end to that plan—or, as one CIO (Person AH, Vic.) puts it: ‘It is 
career-limiting to damage your reputation with a big IT project.’

Interestingly, there was an argument that the various lessons-learned reports 
and project reviews produced to assist in improving outcomes for future 
projects in fact contribute to this reluctance to take on the sponsor role 
by planting a sense of inevitable failure in executives’ minds. Person AH 
argued that the 2011 Victorian Ombudsman’s (2011) report is such an 
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example: ‘[E]ver since that report came out, really, senior executives in the 
VPS [Victorian Public Service] … have lost confidence that it is possible to 
manage these things.’

They went on to describe this as a ‘learned helplessness’: instead of taking 
the positives from the lessons learned, all they learn is that they are powerless 
to achieve good outcomes and they will be held accountable. Person AH 
posits that this can only be addressed by executives seeing a pattern of 
improvement in project outcomes to gain confidence and therefore become 
more inclined to support and sponsor projects. Their argument is that this 
can only be achieved not by undertaking large ICT projects but by breaking 
projects into less risky and less complicated components, under the logic 
that if large projects ‘always fail, if the medicine kills the patient repeatedly, 
then doubling the dose is not the right thing. What you need to do is think 
about a different medicine’.

A political argument for this unwillingness to take on the role was also 
highlighted. A senior executive (Person BM, Tas.) argued that there is 
reluctance to be part of government-imposed initiatives, or ‘brainwaves’, 
as they can be seen internally as ‘not important, not needed, and [at] high 
risk of failure’.

Person BM argued that in these instances sponsors fear they will end up 
‘carrying the can’ for that political decision. Person BM suggested there 
are also cases where sponsors have been very willing, but these tend to 
be projects they classify as ‘sexy’, such as a new innovation that has wide 
internal and external appeal and the additional attraction to the sponsor 
of being associated with the outcome—a possible career-enhancing factor 
rather than a career-limiting one.

When discussing the resource model for the role, interviewees in all 
jurisdictions agreed that the default is that the sponsor role for large ICT 
software projects is undertaken part-time on top of the person’s existing role. 
A senior executive (Person BL, Tas.) said this is typically because there is an 
‘underestimation of the time required to be a sponsor’, so these executives 
believe they can manage the project ‘from arm’s length’, although they soon 
discover this is not possible.

That arm’s-length assumption was supported by another senior executive 
(Person E, NSW), who cited a large project that was having substantial 
challenges, yet the sponsor insisted on remaining in their senior substantive 
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role. Issues continued to mount until jurisdictional executives acted and 
advised the sponsor to relinquish the substantive position and become a 
full-time sponsor. From this discussion, it is important to note that Person E 
was not being critical of the sponsor or suggesting they were uncommitted 
or the wrong person for the job; the argument was that for these large 
ICT projects the sponsor should have been full-time ‘from day one’ as such 
projects ‘are not things that can be run on the side’. Not making the role 
full-time not only endangers the project but also is unfair to the sponsor, 
who is immediately challenged by the competing demands of organisational 
and project responsibilities.

Another senior executive (Person BL, Tas.), however, argued that some 
executives who undertake the sponsor role on a part-time basis due to an 
inability to relinquish their substantive position, such as a chief executive, 
have implemented an effective model. In these instances, the executive has 
realised the constraints and implemented additional project positions and 
roles that, while not removing accountability, relieve time constraints; this 
is a similar approach to that undertaken successfully by Michael Carmody 
at the Australian Taxation Office (see Box 3.1).

A final narrative concerned the timing and selection of the sponsor and, 
like earlier comments, the perspectives were clear that the sponsor must be 
selected at the time of the political mandate and must take on responsibility 
then, not after the project has begun. That is, they should drive the planning 
process from the project initiation stage.

In summary, the elite interviewees believe the sponsor selection process 
is flawed, as is the model under which they are engaged. An ongoing issue is 
a reluctance to accept the role for fear it will be career-limiting. The role 
comes with a reputation for little reward but high personal risk. Perspectives 
on the current selection process are perhaps summed up—if cynically—in 
the following quote from a CIO (Person W, NZ): ‘I talked to one other 
government department who said one of the criteria for starting a project is 
that there is a passionate person in the business that is willing to lose their 
job over whether it succeeds or not, and you make them the sponsor for it.’

A model based not on capability or suitability but on being an enthusiastic 
risk-taker is perhaps not the best approach.
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Training and support: What sponsor training 
and support are provided?

There was a consistent perspective across all jurisdictions that formal training 
for sponsors would be beneficial. A senior ICT assurance officer (Person T, 
NZ) argued that training for the sponsor before appointment should be 
mandatory—something another ICT assurance officer (Person R, NZ) 
claimed was the case in the United Kingdom. A senior executive (Person 
AD, APS) suggested a major and obvious benefit of sponsor training would 
be in providing the sponsor with the ‘right skills upfront; they know what 
to do and [will] be aware of their role’.

Adding to this view, a CIO (Person A, APS) argued that sponsor skills can 
be taught, just like project management; the issue is this is not happening. 
There were also strong opinions that if a training course is to be developed it 
must be targeted at the sponsor role and the range of capabilities required for 
large ICT projects, not just, for example, gateway or project management 
training—or, as a senior project manager (Person P, NZ) stated: ‘I do not 
mean just go and do PRINCE2 training or whatever it is, the flavour of 
the month for New Zealand Government methodology … [Y]ou cannot 
do that.’

However, some interviewees believed there would be a problem getting 
executives to, first, acknowledge they need training and, second, attend. 
One senior executive (Person BM, Tas.) felt senior executives are resistant to 
this type of training, believing they do not need it and do not have time for 
it. A senior project manager (Person AS, NT) claimed that getting a chief 
executive to attend sponsor training is ‘never going to happen’.

Another senior project manager (Person N, NZ), based on experience with 
sponsors in government projects, said getting senior executives to participate 
in any training is a serious issue that has impacted negatively on projects. 
They gave an example of a jurisdictional initiative to provide formal training 
to sponsors on project governance that resulted in an uptake of about 50 per 
cent. The remaining half

who were invited to it were horrified and insulted that it was felt that 
they needed this training. They go, ‘I have reached level X in this 
organisation, therefore I understand governance’, and in fact … they 
were the ones who needed it most. So, I think that was a problem 
with the culture of the organisation.
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A review revealed that Victoria and New South Wales are the only 
jurisdictions with some form of sponsor training within their institutional 
framework. The Victorian course is not mandatory and runs for one and 
a half days. A senior assurance officer (Person AG, Vic.) said the Victorian 
course mainly discusses ‘processes’, which is not suitable on its own for 
sponsor training. Two Victorian CIOs (Persons AI & AK) supported this 
perspective, adding that it is not suitable to uplift capability to the required 
level. Person AK said the training ‘does not guarantee an understanding and 
awareness of their obligations and role’.

The NSW course is also voluntary, and runs only for a half-day. Most NSW 
elite interviewees were not aware of the course, which could be because it 
was relatively new at the time of the interviews, commissioned by a relatively 
new jurisdiction-wide assurance team. A senior executive (Person Z, NSW) 
from that unit said the course was intended to provide a half-day ‘sponsor 
masterclass’ for senior executives; the course was more a ‘conversation’ about 
the role and what had been experienced in the past and providing some 
structure to this. It was also acknowledged that this is a starting point, with 
a plan to develop the training further.

There was evidence from several other interviews that the establishment of 
a formal sponsor training course had been raised, but all confirmed that to 
their knowledge it had not progressed. For example, in Tasmania, a senior 
executive (Person BM) said there had been some talk of developing  a 
targeted course with the AIPM, but it seemed to have ‘dropped off the radar’. 
In New Zealand, a senior assurance officer (Person Q) with jurisdiction-
wide responsibilities confirmed that the need for such a course had been 
raised. When asked why this had not progressed, they said: ‘I have been 
wanting to for several years, but again we have not had the support or the 
funding … I am doing what I can with this grant.’

The issues of capacity, funding, and support to address the sponsor training 
requirement were also raised in the Tasmanian interviews, and are arguably 
relevant to other jurisdictions. It was argued that the small size of the 
Tasmanian sector limited the ability to develop and maintain a detailed 
training course.

In summary, the elite interviewees believe training is important, and 
should even be made mandatory, but few options exist because of a lack 
of organisational priority or ability. There is a reluctance to undertake the 
training required and a view that this is unlikely to change until sponsor 
skills are recognised organisationally, as are other senior management skills.
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There were similarities identified with sponsor support models across 
all jurisdictions, with some exceptions, including new initiatives in New 
South Wales. Commonalities were the inclusion of an internal quality 
assurer (IQA) in some guise, the use of gateway reviews and PRINCE2, 
documented guidelines, commissioning of independent external reviews, 
and the mandatory or optional provision of assurance services by a central 
assurance team. No interviewees identified any support process outside 
these approaches; it was their application that varied across jurisdictions.

As examples of some initiatives, two senior ICT assurance officers (Persons 
AG & AF, Vic.) said they review and assess a project sponsor’s support 
structure, including the mandatory inclusion of an independent expert from 
industry or elsewhere to provide ‘unencumbered advice’. A senior executive 
(Person Z, NSW) said they have compiled a ‘highly experienced panel’ of 
people to assist sponsors, while an APS senior executive (Person AD) with 
jurisdiction-wide assurance responsibilities said the main source of support 
is gateway reviews; however, they also acknowledged that this process ‘is not 
really providing assurance to the government as an investor’.

Person AD added that, as a result, their unit is looking at how to improve 
support, but they could not ‘pre-empt which way it is going to go’.

A more common view, however, was that it is the responsibility of the 
sponsor to seek jurisdictional assurance assistance rather than this being 
a mandatory part of the project structure. As an example of this, a CIO 
(Person S, NZ) said that while options exist within the New Zealand 
institutional framework to provide sponsor support, this is reliant on the 
sponsor asking for it, which is something senior executives are not always 
willing to do—that is, admit they ‘need help’.

The Northern Territory has invested considerable effort in enhancing 
assurance for large ICT projects and deserves credit for that, but two senior 
assurance officers (Persons AS & AT) confirmed that it is up to the sponsor 
to seek advice. However, two other Northern Territory assurance officers 
(Persons AO & AP) said that as part of their role, they monitor the sponsor’s 
performance and ‘if we identified a sponsor as low-engagement or low-
ability, we would raise that as an elevated risk and highlight’ this upwards. 
Arguably, a better approach would be to assist before it reached that stage 
by providing support from project initiation.
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As indicated earlier, and while the model varies, the use of IQAs as a support 
method for sponsors is common across all jurisdictions. These assurers are 
sourced from various places such as the large consulting firms like Deloitte 
and KPMG or are independent contractors. While the inclusion of an IQA 
is common across jurisdictions, it is not always mandatory to do so—for 
example, in Tasmania, a senior executive (Person BM) said it is up to the 
sponsor to decide. The New Zealand interviewees indicated that the use 
of IQAs is common practice within that jurisdiction; however, one CIO 
(Person W, NZ) argued that there is a tendency to bring assurers in after 
project issues arise, when they should already be there if they are to ‘advance 
the project’.

There was also commonality across all jurisdictions that having an IQA 
was no guarantee that the sponsor would receive the support required, as 
the quality and engagement model of IQAs vary, as does the willingness 
of the sponsor to ask for, process, and accept that advice. At their best, 
IQAs are ‘key in training a sponsor’ (Person L, CIO, NZ), someone who 
‘creates value’ (Person O, CIO, NZ), and someone who is willing to be 
truly independent and ‘challenge’ the sponsor when required (Person R, 
ICT assurance, NZ). At their worst, they are ‘someone who goes into the 
battlefield after the battle and stabs anyone on the ground who is still alive’ 
(CIO, Person O, NZ).

These were not arguments against having an IQA as part of a sponsor 
support model; the argument was that an IQA is just one part of a sponsor 
support structure and should not be the only part. The other argument 
is that to be effective the IQA’s role and the timing of their engagement 
should be established early in the project. Looking from the outside in, 
a private sector senior IQA (Person C, NSW) talked about the challenges of 
providing external independent quality assurance to government sponsors, 
saying it is difficult to get the sponsor and the project team to accept that 
the assurer is there to independently help them improve outcomes, not to 
conduct audits. Person C said in a recent project, it took six months for the 
sponsor to understand this and to accept and trust them as an ally.

The provision of ‘peer’ support was an emerging concept among some 
interviewees. A CIO (Person G, APS) argued that it would be worthwhile 
for jurisdictions to identify actors, either internal or external, with sponsor 
experience who can ‘buddy’ up with new sponsors. Person G claimed this 
would provide a positive role model and a timely and relevant-sounding 
board, so the buddy could say: ‘This is what I did in my role.’
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The interviewees believed such as model acknowledges that a training course 
alone is not effective and a buddy/mentor provides consistent support to 
the sponsor throughout the project. A senior executive (Person X, NZ)—​
a sponsor themselves—supported this view, saying that while training is 
beneficial, ‘having someone coming alongside us in the workplace would 
be more valuable’.

The provision of a buddy/mentor is already incorporated in Victorian and 
NSW support models. In New Zealand, an ICT assurance officer (Person Q) 
said they had been investigating such a model due to feedback from past 
sponsors, but the idea had lost internal priority and stalled. In Tasmania, 
it was argued, jurisdictional size had advantages in providing peer support, 
with the smaller size enabling informal support networks to develop quickly 
and easily (Person AM, Senior executive, Tas.).

In summary, the elite interviewees indicate that while support is available in 
guidelines, it is variable in quality and effectiveness, not always mandatory, 
and often left to the agency and sponsor to establish. This is a problem 
given the sponsor does not have the capability; a suitable support option is 
therefore critical.

The findings and their conceptual 
relationship
Interviewees believed the Australian and New Zealand public sectors do not 
have the sponsor capability to initiate and plan large ICT software projects. 
They also argued that if the capability is not there, a project should not 
commence; however, assessment before initiation is not common practice, 
nor is it a decision point. Additionally, chance or luck is likely to be the 
major capability factor, with the agency by chance having an experienced, 
capable sponsor available or lucky in their sponsor being motivated, willing, 
and able to learn as the project progresses. By implication, being ‘lucky’ 
means the project begins without a capable sponsor.

It was argued that while sponsor capability is lacking, the advent of digital 
and agile delivery brings a requirement for new sponsor skills. This means 
‘letting go’ to encourage innovation and fast delivery while maintaining 
responsibility and accountability. This is not only a new skillset but also 
a cultural shift and, given the public sector has failed so far to address 
capability, there is a distinct new challenge in addressing emergent skills.
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Sponsors are not selected and appointed based on their capability or 
suitability. The default is to select a senior executive who is organisationally 
aligned to the project outcomes. The problem with this is the actor is generally 
unsuitable as they do not have the experience and do not understand the 
role. They are not capable of undertaking the role but receive a ‘tap on 
the shoulder’ regardless.

Institutional frameworks across the Australian and New Zealand public 
sectors include sponsor roles and responsibilities, albeit in varying detail. 
These are generally documented roles and responsibilities, some dot points, 
and guidelines for the sponsor to read. This is not enough to either address 
capability or transfer the required knowledge to the sponsor. Reading some 
dot points is unsuitable on its own as a capability-building strategy.

There are generally no training options available to sponsors before their 
appointment, yet there is collective agreement that this would be beneficial 
and, arguably, should be mandatory. While the need has been acknowledged, 
it has not been prioritised and funded accordingly, and there is little evidence 
that this will be addressed soon. There are exceptions in Victoria and New 
South Wales, but while these are better than nothing, they arguably are too 
brief to cover anything like the range of skills required to undertake the 
sponsor role. Part of the problem is that establishing such a training option 
requires a lot of effort and cost, which for jurisdictions like the Northern 
Territory and Tasmania is simply not an option; arguably, this is a factor 
across all Australian and New Zealand jurisdictions.

It was argued that, regardless of available documentation and training, 
or even experience, it is critical that the sponsor has an effective support 
structure in place—this has not always happened. There was no preferred 
way to provide sponsor support, rather there was a range of options based 
on the needs of the sponsor and the project. There is growing support for 
the provision of ‘buddies’ as capable and experienced peers with whom 
sponsors can talk openly; however, this would require a cultural change 
across the jurisdictions.

For leadership, addressing sponsor capability was perceived to be lacking 
in organisational priority and executive understanding of the role. The 
organisational culture requires change to acknowledge sponsor capability as 
a core senior management capability, similar to the requirement for financial 
management capability, rather than as a ‘second-fiddle’ capability.
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Arguably the greatest example of a lack of senior organisational understanding 
of the sponsor role is the resource model utilised. Sponsors are generally 
expected to do the role on top of their substantive organisational position 
and fail to understand that it requires commitment from project initiation 
through to completion; this model sets the project and the sponsor up 
for failure.

Sponsors do not fully understand or accept the roles, responsibilities, and in 
particular the accountability of the position. Sponsors must champion and 
drive business change throughout a project, but they are failing to do so, 
instead taking a hands-off, figurehead approach, and the project falters as 
a result. There is a tendency to not hold the sponsor to account for outcomes, 
one of the reasons for which is a mindset at the executive level that these 
ICT projects always have problems, so ‘what could I do’. However, despite 
attempts to avoid accountability, either deliberately or naively, if the project 
fails, there are cases where the sponsor has been held accountable to their 
very personal cost. It is best to understand and address these issues upfront.

A key sponsor role is managing the internal and external stakeholders, 
which has been done poorly and sponsors have failed to understand this 
is their responsibility. They have also failed to demonstrate the capability 
to manage these relationships, with vendor management highlighted as 
an issue. The lack of vendor management capability has led to a focus on 
hard negotiations—a ‘screw the vendor’ approach—rather than looking 
to develop a win-win collaborative partnership. It was perceived that this 
was  due to vendor management being a role that many public sector 
managers have never had to do. Unfortunately, the sponsors’ response has 
been to try to abdicate responsibility for the project to the vendor, rather 
than understanding it always remains with the sponsor.

The sponsor role is seen as one to avoid because of a ‘learned helplessness’. 
The litany of poor outcomes for past and ongoing large ICT software 
projects, understandably, situates the role as extreme risky and potentially 
career-limiting. Therefore, avoidance of the role becomes a strategy: ‘I quite 
like the job I have and would like to keep it.’ There is therefore a perception 
that sponsor capability is not increasing as lessons learnt are not taken to 
a future role, meaning there is an organisational loss of learned capability.

In PRINCE2, the sponsor role (‘senior responsible officer’ in PRINCE2 
terminology) is a requirement in the methodology. The sponsor is a key, 
if not the most important, role in the PRINCE2 organisational and 
governance structure, and it recommends appointing a senior officer in the 
role. Interviewees perceived this as ‘ticking a box’ in a methodological process 
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rather than a considered selection. They believed there was a misguided 
organisational belief that the sponsor role had been addressed, typically 
resulting in a sponsor without the capability, role awareness, or  time to 
undertake their responsibilities.

A mini case study of a sponsor for a major APS ICT software reform 
program is provided in Box 3.1, in which the word ‘serendipitous’ is used 
as the sponsor’s capability assessment and selection did not follow the 
ideal approach. In fact, you could argue that the program began without 
a capable sponsor—untrained, no experience, and maintaining their very 
senior permanent role on top of the sponsor role—yet the sponsor garnered 
much praise from within the program and the program itself was considered 
a success. However, the argument is that this outcome was due to the agency 
of the individual—someone who displayed excellent leadership, personal 
awareness, and entrepreneurial skills—and was the result of chance, not 
institutional governance or the institutional framework.

Box 3.1 Intuitive sponsor skills: A serendipitous counterexample

Michael Carmody was the Commissioner of Taxation with the Australian 
Taxation Office (ATO) from 1993 to 2005, CEO of the Australian Customs 
Service from 2006 to 2009, and CEO of the Australian Customs and Border 
Force Service from 2009 to 2012.

At the ATO, Carmody drove a large ICT reform program to implement 
the delivery of e-government services to ATO customers. This was a major 
undertaking—a program of many interrelated projects spanning more than 
10 years—and was considered a success. His role as the champion and sponsor 
of this program was praised by interviewees. He was cited as an exemplar, with 
one assurance lead on the program (Person AB) describing Carmody as an 
‘amazing man’.

I interviewed Carmody, told him of these positive comments, and asked about 
his approach.

Interviewer: Why did you take such a visible, strong leadership role from 
the start?

Michael Carmody (MC): Well, it was about the future of the Tax Office and tax 
administration. I guess it comes back to the fact of what I wanted to achieve … 
I wanted to take the opportunity to … change the experience with taxpayers … 
[T]he biggest thing that I did and that committed me to it was to talk about the 
outcomes we were going to achieve, [and] what was going to be the difference 
in the experience of people dealing with the Tax Office … [T]hat is about the 
whole of the Tax Office, so, if I was not going to take leadership, who should? 
It was really as simple as that.
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Interviewer: And what would be the risk of you not doing that?

MC: The risk of me not doing that is … [the project] would languish. If people 
do not see the person at the top of the organisation committed and enthusiastic 
about what they are being asked to do then it makes a complete difference to 
their commitment to their work.

This leadership, sponsorship, and championing from the top by the 
commissioner and the success of the program as a result support a finding 
that the higher the level of the sponsor in the organisation with an interest in 
the outcome, the greater is the chance of success (Graham & Englund 1994; 
Buttle 1997, cited in Crawford & Brett 2001: 3). There was no one higher in 
the ATO than the commissioner.

There were positive comments from interviewees about Carmody’s approach to 
relationship management, particularly between internal staff and the external 
implementation partner, and the independent support process he instigated.

Interviewer: How did you as the sponsor go about setting up an appropriate 
program governance structure?

MC: The project teams had their steering groups, [a designated ATO officer] 
met with them regularly … and then, on a regular basis, I chaired a meeting 
which had all the major project managers and [implementation partner] people 
there, [at] which we went through where we were at according to the plan 
and what were the barriers we had. But important to that … we also engaged 
another company … to sit in on those meetings and deliver their perspective 
of how the project was actually going. So, I was not just hearing from the 
people engaged in the projects, I was hearing from what would be judged as 
independent reviewers and that gave me a lot more confidence. I mean, there 
was a bit of tension created by that, I will not kid you.

Interviewer: That is natural.

MC: Yeah, but I thought it was a particularly valuable way of going about it.

Person AB said that Carmody chaired a meeting twice a month right through 
to the end of the project: 

So, you have that drive from the top, that ownership at that top executive level 
… [H]e wanted the people in the room that could help advise him … [T]hen 
he would call people in … bring them in for those [hot] topics/issues … [I]t is 
mind-blowing and works well.

A senior project manager (Person F) explained:

For big program changes, we would not have gotten as far as we did without 
the absolute commitment from the commissioner … [He was] 100 per 
cent behind it … [H]e also ensured the organisational resources were made 
available. I cannot overstate how significant this was to the program, otherwise 
the program would have … fallen apart due to all of the pressures.
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This indicates the sponsor model Carmody employed, as the most senior 
executive: he was the sponsor and project champion, and a very visible and 
involved one at that. However, as he was not full-time in the role, he released 
a senior executive on a full-time basis to manage, for the ATO, the day-to-
day role reporting directly to him. He then engaged a third-party firm to 
provide both specialist capability and capacity and, as additional support, 
separately engaged an independent advisor to report directly to him. Carmody 
maintained a relationship management role with all parties and religiously 
attended all meetings. Compare this with comments from New South Wales 
citing the sponsor who did not attending critical decision-making steering 
committee meetings.

Carmody was not a formally trained sponsor and he was asked about the 
capability of public sector staff to undertake a sponsor role for a large complex 
ICT software project.

MC: I cannot comment on other organisations, I can only comment on what 
I experienced in the Tax Office … I don’t know anything about coding or 
the technology or whatever … but if you can focus on what you are trying to 
achieve in a real business sense then it gives you something to measure your 
success by and gives the stakeholders a reason to be enthusiastic about it.

Interviewer: Do you think that providing more training, support, and guidance 
for people in these leadership roles on large ICT software projects is of any 
benefit?’

MC: Oh, of course it is.

This mini study highlights the fact that, despite Carmody not being an 
experienced or trained sponsor, he was aware of his limitations in the role 
and implemented strategies to provide the support and capability required. 
While he did not release himself full-time to undertake the role—which 
was understandable given he was commissioner—he did assign a full-time 
second-in-command. Despite this, he never abdicated accountability, he led 
from the front, was a visible champion of change, gave the project priority 
and resourcing, and had a clear focus on outcomes that he instilled across the 
organisation. Carmody arguably addressed the key issues identified in the 
earlier analysis; without any real reference to an APS framework, he built his 
own. The issue for the public sector is that not every agency will have a Michael 
Carmody; therefore, a framework to address the sponsor role remains central.

Interviewees argued that the only way to improve acceptance of the sponsor 
role is improving project outcomes instead of the litany of disasters and the 
fear that instils in senior executives. This, coupled with an ongoing lack of 
sponsor capability, led to the argument that the solution is to de-risk these 
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projects by breaking them into components rather than undertaking them 
as a single large project. This enables the progressive delivery of products, 
increasing the likelihood of success and decreasing the risk of failure.

The conceptual findings are summarised in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1 Summary of the sponsor role conceptual findings

Concept Sponsor role key findings

Capability and 
capacity

•	 The Australian and New Zealand public sectors do not have 
the required capability or capacity.

•	 There is no assessment of sponsor capability prior to project 
approval and commencement.

•	 Having a capable sponsor is a matter of chance or luck.
•	 The advent of agile and digital technologies introduces a 

new sponsor requirement/capability.
•	 Sponsors are not selected based on suitability or capability; 

they receive a ‘tap on the shoulder’.
•	 Roles and responsibilities are generally dot points in a 

document; this does not address the capability issue.
•	 There are no or extremely limited and unsuitable training 

options for sponsors; they are expensive to establish and 
the executive support does not exist.

•	 The support options available to sponsors are inadequate 
and largely left to the individual to structure.

Leadership •	 There is no organisational priority to address sponsor 
capability.

•	 A sponsor remains an organisational ‘second fiddle’.
•	 Sponsors are generally required to undertake the 

demanding role on top of their substantive role, 
demonstrating a lack of executive awareness of the 
demands and importance of the role.

Accountability •	 Sponsors fail (sometimes to their severe detriment) to 
understand or acknowledge the accountability associated 
with the role.

•	 Sponsors are failing to drive business change.
•	 There is a belief among sponsors that large IT projects 

always fail, so ‘what could I do?’
•	 Accountability, and the potential cost of this to the sponsor, 

is not being made clear at the project’s outset.

Stakeholder 
management

•	 Stakeholder management is poorly undertaken and 
a missing public sector capability.

•	 Sponsors have failed to understand their responsibility for 
stakeholder management.

•	 Vendor management is particularly poorly managed, with 
a failure to understand the need for a workable win-win 
relationship: a partnership.

Organisational 
learning

•	 Executives view the sponsor role as one to avoid at all costs.
•	 Given the perceived high likelihood of poor outcomes, they 

fear for their future if held accountable.
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Concept Sponsor role key findings

Methodologies •	 While the sponsor role is mandatory across sectors and its 
importance is highlighted in governance documentation, 
creating and filling the role are seen more as ‘ticking a box’ 
than addressing the capability issue.

Entrepreneurship •	 The only way to encourage good sponsors is to improve 
acceptance of the role by improving the organisation’s 
project outcomes. This can be done by breaking down the 
complexity of large ICT projects, to lower the risk, and to 
increase the chances of good outcomes.

Source: Compiled by author.

Conclusion
The perspectives of the elite interviewees for the various sponsor themes 
indicate there is much commonality across the Australian and New Zealand 
jurisdictions. Institutional governance for the sponsor role was perceived to 
be ineffective, misunderstood, not organisationally prioritised, and to be 
avoided if possible. Large complex projects magnify these issues; therefore, 
there was a growing perception that the solution is to avoid large projects.

In conclusion, these findings can be compared with the key points in the 
review of the sponsor literature (see Table 3.2). While this is a simplified 
summary, it highlights a disconnect between what the literature argues is 
good governance for sponsors and the perceptions of the elite interviewees 
on the effectiveness of institutional governance for sponsors in the Australian 
and New Zealand public sectors.

Table 3.2 Comparison of literature review and findings

Literature review (Chapter 2): Key points Interview findings

The sponsor role has evolved and matured 
to be the critical organisational project 
role (Briner et al. 1990; Morris 1994; 
Stretton 1994; Kerzner & Kerzner 2013).

The public sector has not evolved 
in sync.

Sponsors must be accountable and 
responsible for the project objectives 
(Alie 2015; APM 2019a).

Sponsors do not fully understand 
the role and its responsibilities and 
therefore the resulting accountability. 
Many sponsors also try to dodge 
accountability.

The sponsor role is critical to good project 
outcomes (Bryde 2008; Kloppenborg & 
Tesch 2015; PMI 2018; AIPM 2020).

There is no organisational priority given 
to addressing sponsor capability.
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Literature review (Chapter 2): Key points Interview findings

The sponsor role can be misunderstood 
and simplified (Bryde 2008; PMI 2018; 
APM 2019b).

In the public sector, the complexity and 
extent of the role are not understood 
and therefore not given organisational 
priority.

The sponsor role and its focus change as 
the project moves through its lifecycle, 
and the sponsor adapts accordingly 
(Kloppenborg & Tesch 2015; AIPM 2020; 
Breese et al. 2020).

Linked to a misunderstanding about 
the role, sponsors fail to adapt their 
focus throughout the project, with 
many taking a hands-off, ‘figurehead’ 
approach and abdicating key 
tasks such as vendor and benefits 
management.

The sponsor must be capable and able 
to commit time and skills to the role 
(OECD 2001; APM 2019b; AIPM 2020; 
Breese et al. 2020).

Sectors lack the required capability 
and sponsors generally underestimate 
the time and skills required.

The relationship between the sponsor 
and the project manager is a critical 
and co-dependent one (Bryde 2008; 
Bertsche 2014; Alie 2015; Kloppenborg 
& Tesch 2015; Zwikael & Meredith 2018; 
APM 2019b; Breese et al. 2020).

Too often sponsors abdicate key roles 
and responsibilities to the project 
manager and fail to provide the 
executive support necessary.

To build sponsor capability, organisations 
must avoid two pitfalls. First, the executive 
fails to recognise, support, and make 
the role organisationally visible. Second, 
a lack of understanding by the sponsor 
of the role renders their contribution 
ineffective (Crawford & Brett 2001; 
AIPM & KPMG 2018).

The public sector does not avoid either 
of these pitfalls.

Sponsor training is ineffective when it 
focuses on the incorrect skills and not on 
the breadth of disciplines required (Bryde 
2008; AIPM & KPMG 2016; Chapman 2017).

Sponsor training is either non-existent 
or limited in its range.

Projects do not need a disconnected or 
reluctant sponsor (PMI 2012; APM 2018; 
AIPM 2020).

Executives see the sponsor role as one 
to avoid.

Sponsors can fail to commit time to the 
role due to other organisational demands, 
which is also related to a failure to 
understand the time demands for sponsor 
roles over an extended period (PMI 2012; 
APM 2018; Breese et al. 2020).

The normal process is to assign an 
already busy senior executive to the 
sponsor role, on top of their substantive 
role, so they simply cannot provide the 
focus required.

Source: Compiled by author.
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