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Abstract

Public sector programs fail for many reasons. Budgets blow out. Timelines slip.
Stakeholders disengage. But in fifteen years of working across state and federal
government programs in Australia, | have found one factor more consistently predictive
of delivery performance than any other — and it almost never appears in post-program
reviews. This article is about that factor. It argues that the quality of program sponsorship
— not whether a sponsor exists, but whether they are genuinely present in function rather
than just in form — shapes delivery outcomes more reliably than governance design,
methodology, or team capability. It draws on direct observation, including programs
running through the January 2024 NSW machinery of government changes, to offer a
practical frame for executives, portfolio leaders, and program sponsors who want to
understand why some programs move and others don't.

The Meeting That Goes Nowhere

There is a particular kind of meeting that experienced public sector professionals learn
to recognise. The agenda is full. The right people are in the room. The status report
shows amber — which in most government programs means someone has been careful
with the language. The program director presents calmly and competently. Questions are
asked. Actions are noted. The meeting ends.

And nothing moves

The program continues to consume budget, generate documentation, and occupy the
calendars of capable people. It is not failing in any visible sense — no red flags on the
dashboard, no ministerial inquiries, no audit findings. It is simply not going anywhere.

The standard response is to look harder at the delivery. Review the methodology. Tighten
the plan. Add a gateway review. Commission an independent health check. These
interventions are not wrong. But they are frequently aimed at the wrong problem.
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Because the pattern described above — technically compliant, practically inert,

governance sound and momentum absent — is rarely a delivery problem at its source.

The team is usually capable. The frameworks are usually adequate. What is missing is
something sitting above the delivery layer entirely, shaping the environment the team is
working in without ever appearing on a project plan.

It is a sponsorship problem. But not in the way most governance frameworks would
recognise it.

The Distinction Nobody Names

Most governance frameworks include a sponsor. Most program structures name one.
The role appears on organisation charts, in business cases, and at the top of steering
committee attendance lists. Sponsorship, in other words, is not the thing that’'s missing.

What’s missing is the distinction between a sponsor who is present in form and one who
is present in function. That distinction — invisible in governance documentation, difficult
to measure, almost impossible to raise in a formal review — is where most programs are
won or lost.

Here is what presence in form looks like. The sponsor attends the right meetings. They
approve the right documents. They escalate when the framework says to escalate.
Nothing about their engagement would concern an assurance reviewer. And yet the
program is not moving — because the sponsor is responding to the program rather than
actively shaping the environment it operates in.

Functional presence looks different. It is quieter, less visible, and harder to mandate. The
sponsor is working the institutional environment above the program — maintaining
relationships with executive leadership, tracking shifting organisational priorities,
repositioning the program’s relevance as the landscape changes around it. Below, they
are creating genuine empowerment — giving the delivery lead real authority to determine
how objectives are achieved, not just the appearance of it. Between those two layers,
they are sustaining the trust that allows a program to absorb disruption without losing
momentum.

| have not found a more consistent predictor of delivery performance than this. Not
methodology. Not resourcing. Not governance design. The quality of sponsorship —
functional, not formal — shapes outcomes more reliably than any of them. And it is almost
never what gets examined when things go wrong.
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What It Actually Looks Like

In January 2024, the NSW Department of Planning and Environment ceased to exist.
The announcement was clean and administrative in tone. The reality for programs
running through that cluster was anything but. Two new entities replaced it overnight —
the Department of Planning, Housing and Infrastructure and the Department of Climate
Change, Energy, the Environment and Water. New secretaries. New executive
leadership. New ministerial priorities. Central agency relationships that had taken years
to build were suddenly operating under different structures and different people.
Programs that had been moving with reasonable confidence woke up in a different
institutional landscape.

| was working across government programs during that period. What the January 2024
changes made visible — starkly, and in a compressed timeframe — was something | had
observed more gradually across many programs before: the difference between a
program with a sponsor actively managing the institutional environment above, and one
without.

The programs that absorbed that disruption without losing momentum shared a common
characteristic. Their sponsors were already moving before the announcement was fully
understood by the delivery team. They had existing relationships with the incoming
executive leadership. They were repositioning their program’s value in terms that would
resonate with new priorities — not because they had predicted the specific change, but
because they had never stopped working the environment above them. The machinery
of government change was significant. For these programs, it was manageable.

The programs that struggled shared a different characteristic. Their sponsors were well
engaged at the delivery layer — present in steering committees, across the status
reports, attentive to milestone performance. But they had not been working the
institutional environment above with the same consistency. When the change came, they
were caught responding rather than positioning. The delivery team felt it immediately —
not as a formal announcement, but as a gradual loss of clarity about who the program
needed to influence, what the new priorities were, and whether the program still had the
protection it had previously relied on.

Nothing in either program’s governance framework captured this difference. Both had
sponsors. Both had steering committees. Both had assurance processes. What
separated them was entirely invisible to formal review — and entirely decisive in practice.
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Below that strategic layer, the same period revealed something equally important about
delegation. Programs under institutional pressure tend to centralise. The natural
response to uncertainty above is to tighten control below — to pull decisions back up, to
seek more frequent check-ins, to narrow the envelope of authority the delivery lead is
operating within. This is understandable. It is also, in most cases, precisely the wrong
response.

When a sponsor tightens control during disruption, they send a signal the delivery team
reads clearly even when it is never stated explicitly. The message is: | no longer fully trust
you to manage this. The delivery lead responds accordingly — escalating more, initiating
less, waiting for direction rather than providing it. The program doesn’t stop. But it slows.
And in a period of institutional disruption, when speed and adaptability matter most, that
slowing is exactly what the program cannot afford.

The delivery leads who performed best during that period were the ones whose sponsors
held the line on delegation precisely when the pressure to override it was highest. They
defined the objective clearly, communicated the changed environment honestly, and then
trusted the delivery lead to determine the response. That trust — maintained under
pressure rather than withdrawn because of it — is what kept those programs moving.

What | have come to understand, across many programs and many disruptions, is that
the relationship between a sponsor managing above and a delivery lead empowered
below is not a soft factor. It is the mechanism by which programs either absorb disruption
or are undone by it. It is structural. It is decisive. And it is held together by something that
no governance framework mandates and no assurance process measures. Trust.
Calibrated, sustained — and when it breaks, immediately felt by everyone except the
person who broke it.

Three Things Worth Doing Differently

When did your sponsor last have a conversation about this program that did not involve
the delivery team?

Not a steering committee. Not a status update. Not an escalation. A conversation — with
a secretary, a deputy, a ministerial adviser, a central agency lead — about the program’s
relevance, its positioning, its protection. If you cannot answer that question, or if the
answer is uncomfortable, you have found the source of the problem faster than any
program health check would have.

With that in mind, three things stand out from what | have seen work.
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Invest in the sponsor-delivery relationship like it is a program asset — because it
is.

Most programs invest heavily in governance design, methodology, and resourcing. Very
few invest deliberately in the relationship between the sponsor and the delivery lead. That
relationship is typically left to form on its own — and when it does not form well, the
program pays the price without ever understanding why.

The most practical thing a sponsor can do is deceptively simple: communicate intent
clearly enough and consistently enough that the delivery lead can act on it without being
asked. Not instructions. Intent. The sponsor’s priorities, appetite for risk, and sensitivity
to certain stakeholders — understood well enough by the delivery lead that decisions get
made at the right level, in the right direction, without constant referral upward. That level
of shared understanding does not happen accidentally. It is built through deliberate,
honest engagement over time. It is worth treating as seriously as any other program
investment.

Learn to tell the difference between oversight and interference — and hold the line.

This is the hardest thing for capable, conscientious sponsors to do. The instinct to stay
close, to verify, to weigh in on decisions that sit within the delivery lead’s mandate — that
instinct usually comes from genuine commitment to the program. It does not feel like
interference. It feels like engagement.

But the delivery team experiences it differently. Every override, however well-intentioned,
narrows the envelope of authority the team believes it actually has. The team stops
initiating. The sponsor starts filling the space the team has vacated. And the program,
without anyone deciding this should happen, has centralised.

The practical test is simple. When a delivery lead brings you a decision that sits within
their mandate, do you give them an answer or send it back? If you are consistently giving
answers, you are not delegating. You are approving. And the difference matters more
than most governance frameworks acknowledge.

Build institutional environment awareness into the program — not just the
sponsor.

Effective sponsors manage the environment above the program instinctively. But that
awareness should not sit with one person alone. Programs that build it in deliberately —
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that track shifting priorities, budget cycle movements, ministerial transitions, and central
agency relationships as a formal part of how they operate — are less exposed when a
sponsor transitions, disengages, or is replaced.

This means asking, at regular intervals, questions that rarely appear on program
dashboards. Who are the key relationships this program depends on above the delivery
layer, and how are those relationships being maintained? What has changed in the
institutional environment in the last ninety days, and how does that affect the program’s
positioning? If the sponsor stepped back tomorrow, would the program understand its
own institutional context well enough to navigate it?

These are not comfortable questions. They surface dependencies that formal
governance tends to obscure. But they are the questions that separate programs which
endure from programs which drift — and they are worth asking before the next machinery
of government change makes them urgent.

What This Is Really About

The project management profession has spent decades building better frameworks,
more rigorous methodologies, and more sophisticated governance structures. That work
has value. But it has also created a quiet assumption — that if the right structures are in
place, the right outcomes will follow.

The pattern | have described in this article suggests otherwise. The most influential
variable in public sector program performance is not the governance framework. It is not
the methodology. It is not even the capability of the delivery team, though that matters
enormously. It is whether there is a sponsor who is genuinely present — working the
institutional environment above, creating real empowerment below, and sustaining the
trust that connects both.

That does not appear on dashboards. It does not surface in gateway reviews. And yet it
is the thing that, more than anything else, determines whether a capable team in a well-
governed program delivers.

Every major program in the Australian public sector has a sponsor on paper. The
question worth asking, before the next one launches, is whether it has one in practice.
The programs that get this right do not always have better frameworks. They have
leaders who understand that the most important thing they can do for a program is create
the conditions in which good people can do their best work — and then trust them to do
it.
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