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Project management:
Superhumans required

For transformational programs, if you think that you are going to
be able to develop and retain people inhouse, and they are going to
sit around waiting for a once-in-15-year project, you are absolutely
dreaming. (Person Q, ICT assurance, NZ)

Introduction

Analysis of all part one elite interviewees (see “The puzzle’ section, Chapter 1:
Table 1.1) and selected vignettes reveal that the governance of the project
management discipline and roles via institutional frameworks is ineffective.
This is reflected in the dominant view that the capability for large ICT
software projects does not exist in any jurisdiction. Like the findings in the
previous chapter on the sponsor role, it is argued that this is due to a lack
of organisational priority in addressing project management capability, with
senior executives failing to provide leadership.

There was a distinction made between capability for small projects and
that required for large ICT software projects. Capability was deemed to
be better for smaller projects; however, even here there has been a focus
on improving project managers skills rather than addressing the broader
requirements of the project management discipline. It was argued that
the public sector need not maintain inhouse the skills required for large,
complex, and specialised generational-type projects; they can be sourced
externally as and when required.
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Figure 4.1 Categories for project management governance
Source: Created by author.

There were also arguments—albeit not universal—that the best way to
address project management capability and capacity issues for large ICT
software projects is to stop doing them, which removes the challenge and
risk from the equation. The proposal was to treat them as a series of smaller
component-based projects that have reduced capability demands, more
inhouse options, and the potential for continuous learning. Where this
has happened, it has been due to the agency of an individual actor rather
than the result of the institutional framework. An alternative proposal is
to form a ‘talent pool’ of experience and proven capability within or across
jurisdictions that can be moved from project to project; however, this would
require a major cultural shift.

To support these findings, this chapter details the elite interviewees’
perspectives on the governance of the project management discipline and
roles across the New Zealand and Australian public sectors. The interview
questions were aligned with four categories' identified from the project
management literature review (see Figure 4.1):

* Capability: Do the sectors have project management capability, and is
an assessment of this capability part of project planning and initiation?

* Organisational priority: What importance is project management given
in the organisation?

1 Itis acknowledged that the discipline, roles, and functions of project management are many and
diverse—too many to be covered in this section.
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*  Methodology: What role do methodologies play in maturity?

* Large projects: How have organisations addressed project management
capability for large ICT software projects?

For each category, the perspectives from the elite interview data are analysed,
supported by vignettes from those interviews. These findings are summarised
and aligned with the theoretical concepts, followed by a short conclusion.

The elite interviews

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

Before analysing the elite interviewees’ perceptions of project management
capability within the Australian and New Zealand public sectors, it is
apt to recap what is meant by capability. The PMI (2013b) defines an
organisation’s project management capability as the maturity and
effectiveness of its framework to execute project, program, and portfolio
management, supported by organisational practices than can effectively
produce better performance and results. This framework is a combination
of talent, processes, and knowledge. Does the organisation have the project
management framework that provides people with skills and experience,
supported by effective governance processes?

The elite interviewees felt the capability for large ICT software projects
does not exist within the Australian and New Zealand public sectors.
No interviewee argued otherwise. Responses to the question ‘Does your
jurisdiction have the project management capability to undertake large
ICT software projects?” were generally a short and sharp ‘no’. The following
quote sums up these views: [I]t is lacking. We do not have the skills’
(Person E, Senior executive, NSW).

The interviewees were asked whether they believed this lack of capability
had been a factor in poor outcomes and the universal perception was yes.
Responses included the following:

[A]bsolutely a factor, it is a major factor. (Person C, IQA, Private
sector)

Couldn’t agree more. (Person AD, Senior ICT executive, APS)
I have to agree. (Person S, CIO, NZ)
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There was little awareness among the elite interviewees of a jurisdictional
requirement for a project management capability assessment to be
undertaken before a project began, or a means to do so; at best, there was
vagueness. As an example, a senior ICT assurance officer (Person AE, APS)
said it was probably best to ask the Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet: ‘[TThey do have sort of whole-government-wide kind of initiatives
and capabilities, so they are probably best to answer that question, because
I am not sure what is in place around that.’

This was a little disconcerting given this person’s role. Another APS senior
ICT assurance officer (Person AD) recalled that several years earlier there
had been a portfolio, program, and project management community of
practice forum operating in the Australian Public Service that also undertook
informal maturity assessments, but this had now stopped. They argued that
while this was operating, there was evidence of improvements in project
management capability. Most interviewees argued that such an assessment
should be mandatory before a project begins and a project should not start
if the maturity and capability are lacking.

However, interviewees made a clear delineation between project
management capability for large ICT software projects or programs of work
and the capability for smaller projects, such as business-as-usual projects,
which it was claimed is better. This was because teams and processes have
been established over time to support smaller projects, with past learnings
applied. The teams have been specifically developed to support these types
of projects, not the large generational type. However, there was a common
view that, even for smaller projects, this was a result not of strategies
within the institutional framework but of initiatives within individual
agencies. An APS chief executive (Person AY) claimed that, within the
Australian Public Service, this was necessary as there was no jurisdiction-
wide capability development program. There was a similar perspective in
New Zealand, with a CIO (Person L) arguing that project management
capability development was ‘being left to individuals’ within agencies to act
as ‘there is no overarching approach to address the issue’.

While there are independent initiatives to address project management
capability for smaller projects, the interviewees claimed capability for
large ICT projects is being addressed separately at the time of the project.
An example of this was provided by a CIO (Person S, NZ): [W]e have

an inhouse team of reasonably capable people that are all well qualified in
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PRINCE2 and those things. Where my internal team tends to peter out
is when we have large-scale business change initiatives ... so we tend to
complement that with some external [expertise].’

The use of external staff—typically contractors—is common across
jurisdictions. These resources are typically used to either supplement
existing or provide new capability and capacity, such as one large agency,
where the senior project manager (Person N, NZ) stated: ‘{O]ur whole team
has been contractors.’

This mix varied across jurisdictions and even between agencies within a
jurisdiction, but a common argument for this approach is the flexibility
that contractors provide in being able to readily increase or decrease
capacity based on organisational factors and project complexity. A senior
ICT assurance officer (Person AT, NT) stated that ‘our resource pool is
predominately external contractors; this gives us the ability to scale up or
down as required’.

Tempering this approach of employing contractors were two common
perspectives: first, that contract resources can be itinerant and lack loyalty
to the agency, which can result in high staff turnover. A senior project
manager (Person N, NZ)—themselves a contractor—suggested this was
because contractors have flexibility and can ‘move with the money’, follow
the interesting projects’, and ‘leave difficult projects’.

Second, being a contract resource is a guarantee not of capability, only of
availability—that is, agencies can become focused on capacity (headcounts)
at the expense of capability. These factors could compound the capability
gap, as argued by a CIO (Person Al, Vic.): ‘[Ulsing capacity in lieu of

capability ... leads to suboptimal outcomes.’

A common issue with these strategies is a tendency to concentrate on
building a collective of capable project managers rather than addressing the
wider project management governance requirements, such as the culture,
tools, processes, structure, assurance, support, and training across the
agency or jurisdiction. A former public sector CIO now in the private sector
(Person Al, Vic.) said that in their private sector role the entire organisation
was project-focused with the supporting project management governance
and resulting capability, whereas in the public sector role they had seen ‘very
few, if any, people in the organisation with that capability’ or awareness.
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Finally, there was a perception that agencies with an effective project
management office (PMO) are likely to have better organisational project
management capability. However, interviewees struggled to identify examples
of effectively implemented PMOs and, where they did, the outcomes were
variable. The Centrelink PMO was cited as one exemplar (Person G, CIO,
APS). A senior ICT assurance officer (Person R, NZ) claimed that existing
PMOs fail to provide a quality service. A senior executive (Person B, NSW)
argued from experience that NSW agency PMOs tend to concentrate on
financials rather than aiding the overall dissemination of the project details
to stakeholders and working collaboratively with the project team.

In summary, the perception was that project management capability does
not exist for large ICT software projects; however, it is better for smaller
projects. Capability-building is largely the result of individual initiatives
rather than jurisdictional efforts, but this has concentrated on project
managers rather than the broader organisational integration of the
project management discipline. There is also a lack of awareness of the need
to assess capability before initiation of a large project, yet there is agreement

that this should happen.

Organisational priority: What importance is project
management given in the organisation?

There was a clear understanding from the interviewees that project
management is not unique to the public sector; it is a global discipline.
According to Professor Ofer Zwikael, Associate Editor of the International
Journal of Project Management, because the knowledge exists, the public
sector does not have to ‘reinvent the skills’; they are transferrable between
sectors and industries.

Given the discipline and skills are well defined, the common perspective on
the public sector’s failure to address project management capability is that
it simply is not an organisational priority. Reasons for this varied, but some
vignettes from the interviews include the following:

I do not think we as the public sector have recognised that project
management is a core [organisational] capability. (Person A,

CIO, APS)

[Executives believe] that project management is easy, and any sensible
person can do it ... [I]t is not undervaluing; it is not understanding,.
(Person C, IQA, Private sector)



4. PROJECT MANAGEMENT

The focus I saw in the organisation was the business of government
... fulfilling the priorities that the government of the day has
established, and therefore [little priority is given to the role of project
management in delivering these]. (Person AI, CIO, Vic.)

At a senior organisational level there is a lack of experience in driving
organisational change, which leads to issues with recognising the
discipline of project management and implementing strategies to

address skills gaps. (Person L, CIO, NZ)

Like perspectives in the sponsor chapter (Chapter 3), it was argued here
that this lack of priority was because public sector organisations were not
project-based organisations. In Victoria, two senior ICT assurance officers
(Persons AF & AG) claimed that project management capability varied
across agencies due to their project-based culture or lack thereof, with
VicRoads® being quite mature, as road-building projects are a core part of
its business, whereas this project culture is not the case in other agencies.
Even here, however, there were cautionary perspectives. A program director
(Person F, APS) with experience in projects across the Australian Public
Service argued that, despite some agencies touting maturity in project
management and being project-based, this in fact did not meet the
requirements of the project. A private sector and former public sector CIO
(Person Al, Vic.) argued that their current employer was an example of a
project-based organisation for whom projects were critical to the delivery
of their services and infrastructure, hence internal capability was a priority.
They said this was never the case during their time in the public sector.

Also like the sponsor role, there was a common perspective that senior
executives fail to understand the project management discipline and its
organisational role, leading to a lack of executive commitment to drive
change. Two senior ICT assurance officers (Persons AF & AG, Vic.) claimed
there was ‘no recognition upstream that project management is a discipline
and [that there] is a current gap’.

A CIO (Person G, APS) argued that executives are aware of project
management needs but fail to prioritise them as they do not perceive any
professional gain in addressing the issue; they therefore prioritise other
organisational issues that they deem will provide greater personal benefit.

2 According to its Customer Charter, ‘VicRoads is a statutory corporation within the Victorian
Government. Our purpose is to manage a safe, reliable and sustainable arterial road system as part of an
integrated transport network’ (available from: www.vicroads.vic.gov.au/about-vicroads/our-customer-
charter).

87


http://www.vicroads.vic.gov.au/about-vicroads/our-customer-charter
http://www.vicroads.vic.gov.au/about-vicroads/our-customer-charter

88

ADAPTING FOR INERTIA

It was further argued that senior executives still assume that a skilled
staff member can adapt to a project management role. A senior executive
(Person E, NSW) claimed this is evidence that senior executives do not
understand the discipline, believing it is ‘easy and pretty much a lot of
sensible people can do it

Aligned to this perspective was a claim by a senior executive (Person X, NZ)
that, in their experience, agency project management staff are in these roles
by default, with resulting negative impacts on projects: ‘[Pleople would
morph into project management through sort of a leadership section head-
type route and some of them had never had formal project management
training, but just learned by doing ... [Those ones are] very obvious to us
... as opposed to the professional project managers.’

A CIO (Person A, APS) argued that this instant ‘rebadging’ of staff as project
managers is a major organisational failing. Aligned with this there were
perspectives that until project management capability is an organisational
prerequisite for career advancement, the capability will never be addressed.
Another CIO (Person G, APS) suggested that the status quo will continue
and project management capability will not gain senior executive buy-in
until it is a ‘prerequisite for me to get to the next level’.

There was also a belief that this senior executive failure to understand
project management is a legacy of viewing ICT projects as I'T projects
rather than the business-change projects that they are. A senior executive
(Person E, NSW) posited that being a technically competent I'T manager is
a different skillset to ‘running a business project’ and the public sector still
does not understand this. This leads to organisations appointing the CIO as
the project manager/director. As evidence that this remains an issue, a CIO
(Person W, NZ) confessed that they had recently taken on the sponsor role
of a large ICT project in their organisation. They admitted that this was
‘wrong’, as it was a business project not a technology project; however,
they justified it by saying that the capability did not exist elsewhere in the
organisation.

Interviewees suggested differences between public and private projects were
another factor in making project management capability an organisational
priority. Private sector projects are driven by a market imperative, delivering
core services, and leading to a culture of developing project management
capability to support this, while this imperative is missing in the public
sector. This organisational priority is reflected in the lack of appropriate
funding to support capability development initiatives, as evidenced in the
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following quote from a senior ICT assurance officer (Person Q, NZ), who,
when asked about organisational capability development initiatives, said:
‘Although we have an appetite for it, when money is scarce, capability is the
first thing to go ... [R]eally the only capability things that we do here are
running communities of interest, which are largely self-help.’

As a counter to this common perspective is an acknowledged need to address
prioritisation at a jurisdictional level. A senior executive (Person AD, APS)
claimed that when it was created, the Digital Transformation Agency (DTA)?
was to take a central role in addressing this capability across the Australian
Public Service. However, at the time of writing, there was little evidence of
what had been achieved, nor were any of the other APS interviewees aware
of DTA initiatives in this area.

The other issue highlighted is that the successful implementation of
capability initiatives is challenging and requires continuous organisational
commitment over an extended time frame—factors that could impact on
the DTA’s plans. A CIO (Person G, APS) stated that these initiatives can
happen while so much other change is under way, so ‘fatigue’ sets in as
it becomes ‘administratively burdensome’, and the initiatives then become
victims of organisational capacity constraints. There was also a perspective
that leaving agencies to independently implement a strategy to address
capabilities leads to a disparity between how it is applied and even prioritised
within the agency, which then does not address jurisdictional capability.
A senior executive (Person BM, Tas.) said that ‘approaches vary across the
jurisdiction due to agencies largely tackling the issue independently, not [in]
a consistent approach’.

Meanwhile, a CIO (Person G, APS) said: ‘[Y]ou could have quite a disparity
in terms of what is applied ... [W]hat one agency may see as B-level quality
could be a C or even less for another ... [You must be] looking at whole-of-

APS capability.’

Political influence was perceived as an additional organisational factor
limiting the ability to address capability—for example, the jurisdiction’s
staffing policy could vary within as well as between government terms. One
government may support the use of contract staff rather than a permanent
headcount, the next may not. There could be caps placed on permanent

3 According to its website, the DTA oversees ‘significant ICT and digital investments, assurance
policy and framework, and the whole-of-government (APS) digital portfolio’ (available from: www.dta.
gov.au/about-us).
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or contract recruitment, or both. The perception is that this makes long-
term capability planning and retention difficult. A senior project manager
(Person N, NZ), citing experience in resourcing a team for a large project
that ran across government terms, said:

The National [Party] government, they reduce the public sector
headcount right down. So, anything that is project linked, they will
not have permanent jobs for it. They will just bring in contractors
as and when they need them. Then once we changed to a Labour
government, it goes the other way.

The impact of such policy changes is that agencies that have carefully built
up a capable team of contract project managers may lose this capability and
capacity overnight. The other political factor raised is that agencies and their
executives prioritise a focus on political initiatives in delivering the business
of government, which can come at the expense of addressing the capability
required to deliver those outcomes. This is perhaps best summarised by
a CIO (Person Al, Vic.), who argued that a focus on political initiatives
has led to a lack of organisational focus on the ‘mechanics of running the
organisation that needs to underpin that capability’.

The assumed cost of project management capability is also an organisational
limitation. An external consultant specialising in large government ICT
projects (Person C, NSW) argued that the norm is to expect project
management to account for about 20 per cent of a project’s costs. They
said, in their experience, agency senior executives considered this overhead
unacceptable and it was therefore reduced, resulting in less capacity and
capability, which inevitably led to poor outcomes and their resulting costs,
neither of which were factored into the executives logic.

Interviewees in all jurisdictions, except the Northern Territory, raised as
a factor in addressing capability the public sector’s limitations on pay scales,
grades, and their relationship with hierarchy. It was argued that this limits
the ability to compete with the private sector to obtain and retain senior and
experienced permanent project management capability. A CIO (Person S,
NZ) said in their experience this has and will always be a factor in obtaining
the most capable project management resources as no competent contractor
in a market short of supply is going to take a ‘$100,000 pay cut just to
join the public sector. A perspective on this issue from a former NSW
Government minister (see Box 4.1) highlights the fact that this is an issue
not just for project management capability, but also for the public sector
in general.
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Box 4.1 A problem with getting the required capability: A minister’s
perspective

Adrian Piccoli was the NSW Education Minister from 2011 to 2017, resigning
from parliament in late September 2017. Shortly after this, he was appointed
Director of the University of New South Wales’s Gonski Institute for Education.
During his time as minister, Piccoli was responsible for the exceptionally large
Learning Management and Business Reform (LMBR) program. In an interview
with Piccoli, the problems of addressing project management capability for the
LMBR and other large ICT software projects were discussed.

Interviewer: Does the public sector have project management capability for
these large ICT software projects?

Adrian Piccoli (AP): I never saw a lack of trying, I never saw they took it less
seriously, I just do not know [whether] they have the capacity to get the people
they need ... [W]hat does KPMG pay for an IT guru? More than $300,000,
which is more than the maximum salary band for an IT guru in the public sector.

Interviewer: How can the public sector build and maintain these skills
internally, particularly when even large private firms may not have these people
sitting in the organisation?

AP: [T]hey [have] tried to get people, with varying degrees of success. People
came in and people went out. It just got too much. It does not just apply to
IT; the head of finance is a deputy secretary on a $300,000 salary running a
$12 billion organisation. Is it any wonder they cannot give you an accurate
monthly finance report at the right time? They try their best but ... the
constraints of the public service are part of the reason this does not happen ...
[IIf you are the CEO of Health and [are] getting paid $350,000, people who
run Snowy Hydro get paid more than that. Hospitals have bigger budgets than
Snowy Hydro ... [TThis is a genuine problem ... [I]f you want these public
sector organisations to run like businesses, you have to pay to compete.

Interviewer: Do you think the public sector will ever resolve this limitation?

AP: It is a genuine question. You are asking the CFO [chief financial officer]
of an organisation to look after a $12 billion budget and you are offering
$350,000, so she/he is not in it for the money. They are absolutely vulnerable to
public scrutiny ... [TThis goes to that capacity issue. What capacity do you have
to manage a big IT project like that when you cannot compete to get resources,
when you are competing against whoever, such as [software company] SAP, to
get the same resource? They have lots of money and of course they are going to
do you over in negotiations.

This highlights the limitations across roles—of which project management is
one—in the publicsector being able to compete with private sector remuneration
rates. The size and complexity of many public sector organisations and their
projects are greater than many large private sector organisations that offer
greater remuneration without the political complexities.

91



92

ADAPTING FOR INERTIA

In an interesting anomaly, there was one exception to this organisational
issue, and that was in the Northern Territory. The Northern Territory
interviewees claimed that its size and geographic location have resulted in
ongoing difficulties in attracting skilled project management staff, so the
usual approach is to source from outside the territory, using incentives. This
has led to the Northern Territory paying its skilled project management staff
rates above those in other states or, as a senior assurance officer (Person AQ,
NT) said, these people can ‘simply name their price’.

However, a private sector executive in the territory (Person AW) argued
that while this strategy may initially attract resources, it has failed to
address the long-term retention of those skills. Money is attractive in the
short term, but gaining commitment to stay in the Northern Territory is
more difficult; hence capability and capacity ebb and flow. To address this,
the NT Government has a program called the “Welcome to the Territory
Incentives’ that provides monetary rewards for relocation to the territory:
A$7,000 initially and another A$7,000 after five years (Department of
Tourism, Industry and Trade 2018). ICT project managers and staff are in
the highest priority skillsets.

In summary, interviewees believe the public sector does not prioritise,
support, or fund the development of project management as a core
organisational discipline and has a focus on a role rather than the discipline.
In addition, it is left to agencies to independently address the issue, leading
to disparities within and between jurisdictions. There is a reliance on skilled
external staff, but even then, capability and capacity are hard to obtain.

Methodology: What role do methodologies play
in maturity?

The widespread implementation of project management methodologies or
practices such as PRINCE2 across the Australian and New Zealand public
sectors was surprisingly topical, with some interviewees becoming agitated
about the issue.

The interviewees understood PRINCE2 to be a series of processes or
steps that a project should have so that certain products/artefacts are
progressively delivered. The common view was that the implementation
of PRINCE2 has led to an organisational uplift of project management
capability. However, the elite interviewees” argument was that PRINCE2
does not manage a project, with all its tasks, daily challenges, personal
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and vendor relationships, twists, and turns—all of what the discipline of
project management encompasses—so there is no corresponding uplift
in project management maturity. Some relevant vignettes are:

[A]s soon as [someone says PRINCE2 says this or that] ... those
are warning signs ... my alarm goes there, because that means
someone is trying to hide behind a methodology. (Person E, Senior
executive, NSW)

We pay too much attention to methodology ... [I]t is almost like
we are paying lip-service rather than genuinely applying project
management disciplines. (Person R, Senior ICT assurance, NZ)

[Slometimes people get too caught up on the methodology as
opposed to the basics—basics meaning, how do you put the controls
in place to monitor and deliver a project as opposed to following
PRINCE?2? (Person AF, Senior ICT assurance, Vic.)

[Pleople do not do it well; they do not know how to do project
management. And the number of people who will tell you that they
are PRINCE2 trained, well, PRINCE2 training has a lot to answer
for. (Person J, Program director, NZ)

Maintaining these methodologies, it was argued, requires specific expertise.
An APS program director (Person F) said their jurisdiction lacks expertise
in how best to apply PRINCE2 to large complex ICT projects. A senior
executive (Person E, NSW) argued that while PRINCE2 is supposedly
mandatory in New South Wales to apply consistency, this is not the reality
and there is no consistency across projects. They said PRINCE2 practitioners
trained even within the same organisation would ‘apply the methodology in
a very different way’: ‘T'm saying it [the methodology] is irrelevant.’

The use of gateway reviews also came in for criticism as a method for
addressing project management maturity. Like the comments on PRINCE2,
the argument was clear: gateway reviews are an assurance process that can
be valuable, but cannot provide the organisation with project management
maturity on their own. A senior project manager (Person AB, APS) with
extensive experience in APS projects, when asked about gateway reviews
and their effectiveness in addressing project management maturity, put their
head in their hands, sighed, waved their hands, and, through gritted teeth,

answered: ‘No. Bloody gateway reviews.’

In summary, the argument is that methodologies alone cannot uplift project
management capability; they do, however, assist in project assurance.
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Large projects: How have organisations addressed
project management capability for large ICT
software projects?

The elite interviewees’ perspective on the selection of the project or program
manager/director for a large ICT software project was clear and consistent.
Projects such as payroll implementations are generational, occurring once
every 10 or 15 years. Therefore, these projects have particular skillsets,
gained not only from formal training and qualifications but also from
vast experience, including in vendor management. An IQA (Person C,
NSW) with decades of experience in providing an assurance role for large
government projects suggested:

[M]ost agencies will only ever do those [large projects] once every
10 years. So, when they are about to start it, who inside the agency
has any experience in running a project like that? Probably no one.
So ... the smart agencies go and get an experienced contractor, or
some heavy-hitting program director who has done it before.

No public sector interviewees believed their organisation had these skills
inhouse and, revealingly, none believed they should have them. It was
argued that because these are specialised skills, what is this person to do
in the 10 to 15 years between each project if they are employed inhouse?
Supporting this view, a senior executive (Person AM, NT) said they had
recently hired an external resource for a large new project as they ‘could not
sustain a person like that in a normal office environment’.

A CIO (Person AH, Vic.) argued that it is not practical to have such resources
inhouse, as retention becomes a problem. They defended this argument by
stating that ‘the idea you could spend years training people to be ready for
something that might happen in two or three years’ time is good in theory
but unlikely to happen in practice. The very people you have invested in are
unlikely to still be there’.

A senior ICT assurance officer (Person Q, NZ) said it was not only
impractical to have such a resource inhouse, it was also delusional: ‘[FJor
transformational programs, if you think that you are going to be able to
develop and retain people inhouse, and that they are going to sit around
waiting for a once-in-15-year project, you are absolutely dreaming.’
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The common argument was that these skills should be purchased externally
when required. An APS program director (Person F) argued that the
Australian Public Service would ‘never be big enough to have the skills
required’ and therefore needed to look externally for such expertise. They
also posited that this was not an approach specific to the public sector and
that many large private firms follow the same approach for the same reasons.

It was also argued that even with the many commonalities of the project
management discipline, not all large ICT software projects are the same and,
depending on the solution, the experience and skills required may differ.
Therefore, buying in experience specialised to the project is an advantage
over any notion of having these skills inhouse. As an example, it was
argued that the project management skills and experience required for an
SAP payroll replacement differ from those for an Oracle financial solution
and, by buying capability, there is the advantage of purchasing capability
targeted at the solution. Additionally, buying in a resource with up-to-date
skills removes the need for the organisation to maintain the currency of
those skills internally. A senior executive (Person E, NSW) with extensive
experience in large ICT projects supported these perspectives: ‘[TThat is
why you do not deal with that; you buy that experience.’

However, there was also a common belief that this approach is not always
applied. Examples were cited in the interviews of an agency continuing
to appoint an internal resource even though that person was deemed to
lack the capability, and this was done despite the risk being acknowledged.
A CIO (Person AK, Vic.) expressed the view of many interviewees about this
approach: ‘Giving someone internally an opportunity can set the project,
and that person, up for failure.’

It was claimed this was done largely as a cost-saving measure, as the
purchasing of specialised skillsets and expertise is expensive, and agencies
have baulked at the cost, resulting in the use of internal resources or
cheaper external options, both of which ignore the capability requirement
and represent a false economy. The cost of failure is severe compared with
the cost of a capable project manager. These perspectives were supported
by an IQA (Person C, NSW), who stated that in their experience, ‘those
guys and girls cost money and agencies can baulk at paying that sort of
money for people ... [They then] try to keep those roles internally and get
into trouble.’
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New Zealand interviewees agreed this remains an issue, with senior
executives and government not supporting the engagement of a suitable
and capable resource, which one CIO (Person O, NZ) posited was out of
fear that the media will find out the cost and ‘splash it across the front page
of a paper’.

Instead, they claimed, projects are forced to engage a cheaper, less capable
option, immediately endangering the outcome, with executives and
politicians simply not understanding the cost benefit that capable resources
bring to a project. Another CIO (Person L, NZ) added that the willingness
to pay can ‘depend on the mindset of the organisation and leadership’ at
the time and reflects their understanding of the importance of these skills.

The consensus from the elite interviewees is that it is a simple fact that for
large complex ICT software projects the project management team will be
a mixture of external and internal capability and capacity. A senior executive
(Person BL, Tas.) said that all projects with which they had been involved
had a mixture of internally and externally sourced staff.

Another senior executive (Person AD, APS) claimed this was just the ‘nature’
of these projects and there would always be a need to supplement internal
resources with those from outside. Two CIOs (Person Al, Vic., & Person S,
NZ) claimed their agencies concentrated on developing and maintaining
capability to support core business processes and always brought in external
resources for larger projects. Private sector elite interviewees also used this
sort of blended process; however, unlike the public sector interviewees, they
stressed the importance of internal project management resources retaining
responsibility and accountability for the project and typically filling the
project/program manager role internally. David Boyle, a former CIO of
the Commonwealth and National Australia banks, described his approach:

I prefer to put a blended team together of existing people who
know the existing environment and augment them with skills and
capabilities around the targeted [system] ... But, invariably, I like
it to be led by somebody who [is not going to] pick up stumps and
leave at the end of a so-called delivery day.

Several reasons were given for the use of a blended team, the first of which
is capacity, as large projects often require a major capacity boost across
a wide range of tasks. Second is the capability to provide the specialised
project management discipline, with one program director (Person E APS)
saying that this is an acknowledgement of the different capabilities required
for ‘project and program expertise’. The model successfully employed by
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Michael Carmody for the ATO change program (see Box 3.1) is an example
of an agency realising it had neither the capability nor the capacity to
undertake the project and forming a blended team to fill the gaps.

As was the case in the chapter on sponsors, jurisdictional size was raised as an
issue. Across all jurisdictions there were perspectives that finding a suitably
qualified and experienced external project or program manager within the
jurisdiction may not be possible and the only option is to source from
another state or even internationally. This was argued as another factor in
why any notion that the sector should have this capability inhouse is flawed.
Jurisdictional size could also impact the ability to obtain the required project
management capability and capacity to fill the roles on large ICT projects.
The New Zealand interviewees confirmed that all agencies there struggle to
find the required capability and capacity. Because Wellington is a small city
with heavy demand, New Zealand Government agencies must fight for the
same resources. One undesired outcome of this reduced talent pool is that
agencies end up with less-than-capable project management capacity. New
Zealand agency interviewees said that to counter this, once they find a good
contract resource, they try to keep them from other agencies. One CIO
(Person W, NZ) also claimed that, given this demand for contractors, it is
extremely hard to attract people to a full-time permanent position, which
reinforces the need to rely on contract staff.

This is an interesting conundrum; regardless of jurisdictional size, a large
ICT software project will have the same demands, complexities, and
resource requirements wherever it is undertaken. The Northern Territory
is the jurisdiction with the smallest population, of 245,000 people (DTF
2022); Darwin is remote from all other major centres and, as identified
earlier, attracting the required project management capability and capacity
to the territory is a major challenge. The impacts of this on planning for large
ICT projects in the Northern Territory is discussed further in Chapter 5.
The Tasmanian interviewees said this was also an issue for them, with
a senior executive (Person BM, Tas.) claiming they constantly encountered
capability and capacity constraints, which was why large organisations such
as Deloitte were engaged to meet requirements.

When asked whether there are solutions to this problem, there were lots
of shoulder shrugs, although a small number of interviewees suggested
an internal or cross-jurisdictional ‘talent pool’ is a viable option. For the
Australian Public Service, the notion of an internal jurisdictional capability

pool was not supported by one CIO (Person A, APS), who argued that
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given this capability was lacking service-wide, looking to gain expertise
from another APS agency was not an option. A CIO (Person O, NZ) with
previous jurisdiction-wide responsibilities argued that any notion of public
sector agencies building ‘a cadre’ of highly skilled project managers would
not work well in Australia or New Zealand. They suggested that none of
the jurisdictions across either country would be large enough individually
to warrant such an effort, nor was there a culture of collaboration across
or even within jurisdictions. Person AA (Senior ICT auditor, NSW) is
uniquely placed to provide a perspective on this issue (see Box 4.2).

Box 4.2 An ICT auditor’s reflections: Scheduling delivery and
repurposing project management capability

A NSW ICT auditor (Person AA) has extensive experience in auditing large
government ICT software projects, which has provided the advantage of seeing
many similar projects being run in the same jurisdiction. SAP financials has
been implemented in several NSW agencies. While there are organisational
differences in each agency, in essence, it is the same solution. Assuming these
agencies need to do this at the same time or with some crossover, each must
form its own team, finding the internal and external project management
capability. This means they are competing for already limited resources and
each team must go through its own learning curve.

As has been identified in the interviews, capability is uplifted by experience.
Therefore, as projects progress with their own degrees of success, the team
builds that experience of implementing SAP financials in a NSW Government
agency. Person AA used an example of a successful implementation in one
agency after which the team disbanded and the knowledge left. At the same time,
a new project was starting and they recruited a different project management
capability, who had to learn from scratch and in turn encountered many of the
same issues as the previous project but had poorer outcomes.

Reflecting on this, Person AA posited that project management resources
engaged for a project in one agency who successfully delivered that solution
could be repurposed and moved on to the next. That obviously requires some
asset replacement planning and scheduling within the jurisdiction; however,
with foresight, experience and capability can be built on and retained,
coordinating across the jurisdiction rather than agency by agency to establish
an approach of ‘doing the best you can with what is available’.

This thinking aligns with a proposal by Mayhew et al. (2013: 6) following
research into the New Zealand public sector that the sector spends time building
up capability for a project—often at a painful cost—and then lets them go,
meaning organisational capability is not improved. They argue for the creation
of a central New Zealand organisation to improve long-term capability.
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Interestingly, this notion of retaining the services of a skilled and experienced
project management capability for large ICT projects also found support from
a very experienced and senior executive (Person AL) from a firm with vast
experience in providing project management capability for large government
ICT software projects. Person AL argued that one strategy to provide
consistent and proven capability and experience for these types of projects is
for government, whether jurisdictional or national, to create a contract pool,
‘ring-fence themy’, and have them move between projects. The argument
is that this maintains capability and an ongoing incentive to remain part of
that pool. A New Zealand senior executive (Person K) argued that there is
also a case for Australia and New Zealand to address this together and share
resources. However, given earlier interviewee perspectives that cooperation
and collaboration within jurisdictions is hard enough, the implementation,
management, and maintenance of a cross-national/jurisdictional team would
arguably add a whole new layer of complexity.

To solve these issues, a perspective raised in the sponsor chapter was also
present in the project management capability interviews—that is, avoid
doing large projects and think of other ways to deliver. A CIO (Person AH,
Vic.) said that by undertaking smaller component-based or agile* project
delivery, their organisation had been able to build project management
capacity and capability, which had resulted in the successful delivery of
multiple projects, with no failures. They classified this as ‘compounded
organisational learning’ and used the example of a school savings program:
when children save a dollar a month, at the end of 12 months they have
$12 and have learnt the value of compound saving (learning), and are not
required to put in $12 at the end of the year. If this is applied using several
small, agile projects, rapidly completed using project teams and managers,
the capability to deliver is compounded and capacity builds accordingly.
It was argued that capability would be iteratively developed as would be
awareness of the project management discipline and the agile approach in
the organisation. An example of an agency successfully using agile delivery
is provided in Box 4.3.

4 The PMIs website provides a definition of agile approaches: ‘Agile approaches to project
management aim for early, measurable ROI [return on investment] through defined, iterative delivery
of product increments. They feature continuous involvement of the customer throughout the product
development cycle’ (available from: www.pmi.org/learning/featured-topics/agile).


http://www.pmi.org/learning/featured-topics/agile

100

ADAPTING FOR INERTIA

Box 4.3 A successful agile experience in the Victorian public sector

This example is provided from a paper written by Dr Stephen Hodgkinson
(2019), the CIO and Executive Director of the Business Technology and
Information Management (BTIM) branch within the Victorian Department
of Health and Human Services (DHHS).

In 2014 in response to low IT project capabilities, poor project outcomes,
internal frustrations with IT, and inadequacies in traditional project
management and development methods, a different approach to project
delivery was developed, called Platform + Agile. This was trialled on a new
online system for social housing applications, and won industry awards. The
second project, relating to family violence, was successfully delivered within
nine months. Since these early successes, the approach has continued to evolve
and has been applied to other DHHS projects such as the Victorian Health
Incident Management System and the Personal Hardship Assistance Program.
Dr Hodgkinson claims this has lessened the capability required for traditional
‘large’ projects by breaking the project into manageable components, enabling
the successful delivery of more than 40 new business systems over three years.
In addition, there is evidence of ongoing learning and capability development
within the DHHS/BTIM as each project progresses.

The use of agile delivery is not restricted to Victoria. There is evidence
from other jurisdictions, such as a senior assurance officer (Person AE,
APS) who confirmed its ‘use was growing’ within their agency. A senior
ICT executive (Person AD, APS) with jurisdiction-wide responsibilities
said they review proposals for projects and look for evidence of alignment
with digital strategies, such as agile delivery options. The other factor public
sector interviewees claim is common to this approach is that an initiative
is agency-driven and not the result of a jurisdiction-wide initiative, such
as the Victorian examples cited earlier. There was also common agreement
on the benefit of undertaking projects via agile delivery rather than as a
single large project, helping to de-risk obtaining and retaining resources
for large projects. Smaller, component-based projects, where the project
management capability is largely inhouse, improve loyalty, interest,
commitment, and retention (Person AH, CIO, Vic.).

In summary, the dominant perception was that project manager/director
capability for large ICT projects does not exist internally within the public
sector and it does not need to; it should be sourced externally. The project
team requires a blend of internal and external resources to temporarily boost
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capability and capacity. Problems with acquiring and retaining resources
exist in all jurisdictions. To negate these issues, component-based, agile
delivery was suggested as an alternative.

The findings and their conceptual
relationship

Interviewee perceptions are that the Australian and New Zealand public
sectors do not have the project management capability to undertake large
ICT software projects. It was argued that if the capability is not there,
the project should not begin; hence, agencies should be assessed before
commencement. While capability for the less complex smaller projects
is better, this is not due to a coordinated jurisdictional focus. Capability
varies within a jurisdiction as it is largely left to agencies or individuals
within agencies to prioritise. Even for smaller projects, however, there is
a heavy reliance on contract staff so that the permanence of that capability
and capacity is always at risk. In addition, these strategies have largely
concentrated on project manager capability rather than addressing the full
suite of project management skills.

Second, it was perceived that politics and government policy have impacted,
and will continue to impact, on the ability to address project management
capability, particularly when there is a focus on capacity as a prime strategy
in uplifting capability. Policies on permanent and contract staffing levels
can change almost overnight, leaving capability initiatives unsupported and
carefully established capability walking out the door.

Third, capable project management resources, particularly for large ICT
projects, are in high demand but short supply, and are therefore expensive.
The public sector is not willing or able to compete on price, leading to the
engagement of less-capable resources who fit a price range or the use of internal
resources. These cost-based decisions put the project at risk of failure, with the
extraordinary financial and organisational costs of failure being ignored.

Fourth, a distinct perspective is that the public sector need not have the
project management capability and capacity for large ICT software projects
inhouse. These large projects come along only every 10 to 15 years. They
require not only specific experience, but also a specific skillset, as well as
a substantial boost in capacity for the duration of the project. To expect
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these skills to be available in numbers within an agency and the currency
of those skills to be maintained during this period was described as ‘crazy’.
While agency project management staff form part of the project team, the
required project management capacity and capability should be sourced
externally for the duration of the project.

Last, and to put a slight damper on the preceding paragraph, interviewees
across all jurisdictions said they have trouble meeting capability and capacity
demands for large ICT software projects. The size and geographic location
of jurisdictions were factors, particularly in smaller jurisdictions such as
the Northern Territory. These problems are compounded by the issue of
retention, as external resources tend to ‘abandon ship’ when a project gets
tricky, leaving the project exposed.

Like the findings for the sponsor role, the perception is that uplifting project
management capability across all disciplines is not an organisational priority
as it is misunderstood by senior executives. This has meant executives fail
to identify, target, support, and fund initiatives to address capability. They
also fail to understand that project management is an integrated system of
roles, skills, processes, and guidelines that collectively form capability. This
has led to a tendency to concentrate on the role of the project manager
at the expense of the others. Due to all these factors, there is an incorrect
executive belief that skilled organisational staff can be ‘rebadged’ as project
managers, which sets the person and the project up for failure. In summary,
the executive leadership necessary to drive this change is missing and will
remain so until senior executives recognise project management as a core
organisational capability requirement.

There was a belief among interviewees that agencies are using the application
of methodologies such as PRINCE2 as evidence of project management
capability and maturity, which is naive, wrong, and further evidence of
an organisational lack of awareness of the project management discipline.
PRINCE2 and initiatives such as gateway reviews are assurance tools, not
methods of improving project management capability across the diverse
disciplines required. It was suggested that this is akin to an executive saying,
‘Oh, we have a project manager, they will follow PRINCE2, and we will
do a gateway review as well, so we have project management covered’!
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In terms of entrepreneurship, it was argued that large ICT software projects
are complex and high risk, even when they have substantial and specialised
capability. These projects are dependent on external resources to meet
the capability demands, at serious cost. Therefore, there is an argument
to remove both the risk of large projects and the demands for extensive
external capability and capacity by breaking them into smaller components/
projects, using agile delivery and a reduced mix of inhouse and external
resources. Capability would be continually improved with each deliverable,
leading to progressive learning.

Given the similarities between many government projects, there were
suggestions to form a ‘talent pool’ of resources within a jurisdiction,
nationally, or internationally, creating a team with proven capability that
can move from one project to the next. Such an initiative would require
substantial cultural change in all jurisdictions.

There was a proposal that if jurisdictions planned for asset replacement,
such as a financial system, a schedule could be developed that enabled the
team to move from one project to another to retain capability. The perceived
problem, again, was that this would require substantial cultural change and
an improvement in portfolio planning processes.

There was evidence that within jurisdictions, agencies have not undertaken
large ICT software projects in the traditional manner and instead have
broken them into smaller component-based projects, delivered via an agile
approach. These lessen the capability and capacity demands and risks of
a large ICT software project and provide continuous learning benefits;
however, this has only happened because of the agency of the initiating
actor. For example, the change program in the Australian Taxation Office
(see Box 3.1) was driven by the commissioner—someone with the volition
to drive and support the initiative.

The conceptual findings are summarised in Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1 Summary of the project management conceptual findings

Concept Project management key findings
Capability and + The Australian and New Zealand public sectors do not have

capacity the capability to undertake large ICT software projects.

- Agencies should be but are not assessing the capability to
undertake projects before they are approved.
Capability to manage smaller, less complex projects is better
than that for large projects.
Capability improvements are not the result of a coordinated
jurisdictional change but are left to agencies to deal with
independently.
Politics and government policy continue to negatively impact
on long-term initiatives to uplift capability.

- While there is evidence that agencies have resourced
capability externally, they tend to put a priority on cost
rather than the best resource.

The public sector should not have the project management
capability and capacity for large ICT software projects
inhouse for generational change projects; resources with the
current skills must be engaged externally and blended with
an internal team.

The challenge of meeting the capability and capacity issues
for large projects is even more complicated in smaller and
remote jurisdictions.

Leadership - Uplifting project management capability across all
disciplines is not an organisational priority.

There has been a concentration on increasing project
manager numbers to the exclusion of addressing wider
project management needs.

There is a belief that staff can be ‘rebadged’ as project
managers.

Methodologies + Methodologies such as PRINCE2 have been used as evidence
of improved project management capability, but this is naive,
wrong, and a further indication of the lack of understanding
of the project management discipline.

These methodologies, while useful, are really assurance
tools and not methods of improving overall organisational
project management capability.

Entrepreneurship Due to the elevated risk and high capability demands of
large ICT software projects, and the fact the capability does
not exist in the public sector, a preferred approach is to
break down large projects into less complex components to
which capability is aligned.

Agencies within and across jurisdictions undertake similar
projects (for example, a SAP financial implementation),
leading to a proposal to form a talent pool of resources to
move between projects; this would be dependent on cultural
change and coordinated cross-jurisdiction planning.

Agency +Agencies have begun to look at alternatives to planning a
single large project, moving to component-based delivery
methods such as agile. However, this largely occurs through
the entrepreneurship of an actor with the agency to do so, and
not as a change in the institutional governance framework.

Source: Compiled by author.
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Conclusion

Like the findings in Chapter 3 on sponsors, there was much commonality
in perspectives across the Australian and New Zealand public sectors, with
no wild divergences.

These findings can be compared with key points in the literature review
(see Table 4.2). While this is a simplified summary, it does highlight a
disconnect between what the literature argues is good governance for project
management and the perceptions of the elite interviewees on the effectiveness
of institutional governance for project management in the Australian and

New Zealand public sectors.

Table 4.2 Comparison of literature review and findings

Literature review (Chapter 2): Key points

Project management findings

Organisational project management
capability requires the organisation to
understand what ‘project management-
related practices, knowledge, skills, tools,
and techniques have proven consistently
to be useful. This includes processes to
compare against industry practices, the
identification of capabilities, and ‘the
establishment of a roadmap for achieving
improvements specific to the needs of the
organisation’ (PMI 2013b).

The public sector does not
understand the ‘discipline’ of project
management and its integration
within the organisation. An example
is a focus on ‘project managers’ that
excludes the framework in which
they operate.

Organisational project management requires
the evaluation and alignment of initiatives

to ‘a set of programs and/or projects that
yield the appropriate value decisions and
benefits for the organisation’ These are then
delivered via a series of projects or programs
through to the realisation of the benefits
(PMI12013b).

The public sector is poor at portfolio
management, with large projects
typically resulting from an ‘urgent’
need, such as to replace an ageing
payroll solution.

Organisations mature in project
management can be classified as project-
based organisations (PBOs) (Miterev et al.
2017) in which the organisation ‘makes

the strategic decision to adopt project,
program and project portfolio management
as business processes to manage its work’.
PBOs therefore treat project management
as a ‘strategic competency’ (Green

2005). Developing and improving project
management capability are therefore
priorities of senior management in these
organisations (Kwak et al. 2015).

Public sector organisations cannot
be classified as PBOs, nor is there an
organisational push to address this.
Large ICT projects are simply not the
core skKill or requirement of these
organisations.
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Literature review (Chapter 2): Key points

Project management findings

Even organisations with highly developed
project management capability struggle
to deliver large projects successfully
(Shenhar & Dvir 2007), due to their
complexity (Aucoin 2007: 132).

The public sector continues with
large complex projects, the problems
of which are compounded by a lack
of project management capability.

Project management should adopt a more
adaptive and agile approach to address the
complexity issue (Fowler 2005; Hass 2008).

The public sector should stop
undertaking large projects as
traditionally planned, although this
is not supported within institutional
frameworks.

Source: Compiled by author.
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