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THE FUTURE OF EXECUTIVE SPONSORHIP 1 

 

Harold Kerzner, Ph.D. and Al Zeitoun, Ph.D. 
 

INTRODUCTION _______________________________________________________ 
 
If you asked project managers years ago to identify the role of an executive in a company 
that uses project management, the response would most likely be a description of the 
position of a project sponsor. The PMBOK® Guide and project management textbooks 
described how companies envisioned the ideal role of the project sponsor at that time.  
 
If you ask the same question today, the answer would most likely still be a project sponsor 
but with a different role. As project management evolves, the role of an executive with 
regards to projects has changed in many companies. Factors such as identification with 
a failed project, salary and bonuses, and responsibilities were important to executives in 
the past. This paper will discuss the changes that have taken place in many companies 
as well as the reasons for the changes. The future highlights a clearer strategic value to 
this maturing role of that executive. 
 
THE NEED FOR PROJECT MANAGEMENT _________________________________ 
 
Although project management has been in existence for several decades, credit for its 
birth and recognition as a profession is usually attributed to the aerospace and defense 
industries in the United States. As expected, there were significant challenges that had 
to be overcome, especially regarding the role of senior management. 
 
Following World War II, the Department of Defense (DoD) recognized the need for 
significantly more products and services than in the past. Most of these new needs would 
be developed using competitive bidding practices. For the aerospace and defense 
industries, this necessitated a significant increase in the salesforce.  
 
The salesforce was given the responsibility for managing almost all communications with 
DoD, including preparation of the proposals during competitive bidding, negotiating the 
final contracts, providing the client with status reports, answering all client questions and 
selling additional products and services. There were people initially assigned as project 
managers in addition to the salesforce. Most of the workers designated as project 
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managers were engineers, usually with advanced degrees in engineering, and often with 
poor writing skills. Aerospace and defense contractors established technical writing 
departments to support project managers with poor writing ability. The salesforce took the 
lead in preparing the proposals. 
 
The salesforce believed that since they were the prime communications point with the 
client, specifically DoD, they were the real project managers and “owned” their company’s 
rights to this client. The salesforce believed that they were both the “real” project 
managers and project sponsors in the eyes of their DoD clients. The salesforce believed 
that owning this right to be the prime contact point for clients would provide the salesforce 
with significant salary and bonus opportunities.   
 
DOD INSISTS ON TWO CHANGES ________________________________________  
 
The salesforce initially functioned as both the project managers and sponsors on almost 
all of the projects. Unfortunately for the salesforce, DoD was unhappy communicating 
only with sales personnel after contract award. Whenever DoD had a technical question, 
the salesforce would respond, “We will get back to you with an answer shortly.” The delay 
in response often took days or longer. DoD began insisting that they be able to 
communicate as needed with the inhouse “technical” project managers who could answer 
their questions immediately. 
 
The second issue was that most of DoD’s projects with defense contractors were headed 
up by military officers with the rank of Lt. Colonel, Colonel, of higher. These military 
personnel believed in the concept that “Rank has its Privilege,” (RHIP). As such, these 
military personnel believed that they were much higher in rank than the engineers and 
salesforce in the contractors’ organizations and began insisting that executives be 
assigned as project sponsors so that they could communicate with someone with their 
perceived rank and title.  
 
Defense contractors assigned executives as sponsors, usually just to temporarily 
appease the clients, to respond to all of the business and strategic issues on the 
contracts. The creation of executive sponsorship positions created severe headaches for 
the sales personnel that still believed that they should be managing all communications 
with DoD. In one aerospace company, almost all of the marketing and sales personnel 
were fired, and the project managers and sponsors were then given the responsibility for 
all stakeholder communication. 
 
INVISIBLE EXECUTIVE SPONSORSHIP ____________________________________  
 
As the number of government contracts increased, executive sponsors realized the 
pressure they were under by having to spend significantly more time than expected on 
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projects. Sponsorship was impacting on the time they needed to manage their functional 
responsibilities which were their primary concern. 
 
DoD began asking for the names of the project sponsors to appear in the proposals as 
part of the competitive bidding process. Many executives adopted the approach of 
invisible sponsorship, or sponsorship in title only. Sponsorship was delegated to lower 
levels of management. When DoD/customer interfacing meetings were required, the 
executives would temporarily function as active sponsors to appease DoD and would be 
briefed on the agenda topics for the meetings and informed as to what they should or 
should not say during the meetings. At the meetings, the answers to almost all technical 
questions were made by the project managers. Sponsors responded to questions related 
to skill levels of the assigned workers, number of workers assigned, scope change costs, 
and future contracts. 
 
THE GROWTH OF EXECUTIVE SPONSORSHIP _____________________________ 
 
The need for active rather than invisible executive level sponsorship appeared as 
companies began approving business-related projects to expand their global growth 
opportunities. Each new project was headed up by a project sponsor who could reside at 
the executive levels of management based upon the size and importance of the project.  
The business-related or strategic projects for growth required sponsors to perform many 
of the same functions as on competitive bidding type projects.  
 
However, the business-related and strategic projects also included a great deal of risk 
that created problems for many executives. The greatest risks were with strategic projects 
that were based upon innovation and significant creativity needs. Executives knew that 
many of the projects would never be completed because of the environmental and 
marketplace risks. Cancelling failing projects early was a necessity.  
 
In some companies, as many as 60-70 % of the strategic projects were considered as 
failures. Executives became fearful that having their name attached to a project that failed 
could damage their image and career advancement opportunities. Because of this fear, 
some executives tried to transfer sponsorship to lower levels of management in their 
organizational hierarchy. 

THE PRIMARY CAUSE OF HISTORICAL SPONSORSHIP FAILURE _____________ 

Regardless of which level of management acted as the sponsor for projects, there were 
significant project failures, and the causes of the failures were always attributed to large 
or unexpected business risks. However, there was another significant cause of failure 
that eventually became apparent. 
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Executives and lower levels of management that performed as sponsors often received 
year-end bonuses and salary increases based upon the success of the projects in their 
functional units. These individuals intentionally assigned their best resources to short-
term projects that could impact their income opportunities quickly. This decision 
amounted to using their authority, position and role of the sponsor, to keep the best 
resources for projects that impacted their income. They sacrificed the future of the 
company to maximize their near-term income. This reflected significant strategic gaps 
especially pertaining to valuing the priority of the different portfolio components. 
 
NEW ROLE FOR EXECUTIVE-LEVEL PROJECT SPONSORS __________________ 
 
The 8th edition of the PMBOK® Guide provides excellent discussions of how project 
sponsorship should be performed. In addition to what appears in the PMBOK® Guide, 
there are two critical roles that many executives must fulfill today, and in the future, when 
performing as sponsors. First, the definition of project success is changing. Having 
customers accept the products and services created using project management is only 
part of the success story.  
 
Future success is when the customers recognize the business benefits and business 
value they received from the project’s deliverables and the result is the establishment of 
a lifetime partnership between the client and the contractor or supplier for additional or 
modified products and services. For this to happen, executives must function as project 
sponsors and find the time to communicate the business benefits and value to the clients 
and stakeholders throughout the complete life cycle of the project, and beyond. This 
critical role should remain at the executive sponsorship levels. 
 
The second new role is active participation in the project selection and prioritization 
processes in their company. In the past, sponsors approved projects and established a 
priority. For many sponsors, this was their only involvement in the project. 
 
Unfortunately, as time elapsed and other projects were approved and added to the 
portfolio, priorities changed, project constraints changed, assumptions made on many 
projects needed to be updated, new stakeholders appeared, and the availability of skilled 
resources to be assigned to the right projects created havoc.  
 
Today, sponsors are still expected to participate in committee sponsorship activities that 
continuously evaluate the priority of all projects and, most important, the relationships and 
alignment to the organization’s strategic business objectives. The importance of strategic 
business objectives can have a major impact on the decisions that the sponsors must 
make and how they can create a lifetime partnership with the clients and stakeholders. 
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Figure 1 – The Future Building Blocks of Executive Sponsorship 

 
 
THE IMPACT OF DIGITALIZATION _________________________________________ 
 
Within the last decade, there has been a significant resurgence in the acceptance of 
project sponsorship at the executive levels of management. There have been several 
reasons for the acceptance and willingness of executives to now be more actively 
involved in project sponsorship. First, the need to work on more strategic projects 
involving innovation and creative thinking has made it apparent that there will be a growth 
in projects that will not produce the desired results. Companies have restructured the 
corporate culture to include a willingness to accept some project failures without pointing 
blame on individuals as a necessity to expand their business opportunities. 
 
Second, data analytics and the use of Project Portfolio Management Offices (PPMOs) 
have allowed executives to function as project sponsors on multiple projects concurrently. 
The PPMOs track the performance of all initiatives within the company and report 
customized metrics data for each executive. Executives no longer need to spend 
exorbitant amounts of time collecting meaningful project data. The PPMOs provide 
meaningful information to assist executives in validating the alignment of projects to 
strategic business objectives, project selection and prioritization activities, and project 
business and value benefits to support the development of lifetime strategic partnerships 
with clients and stakeholders. 
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Third, growth in artificial intelligence applications, especially in ways to provide data on 
trends in some of the critical metrics, accompanied by the information provided by the 
PPMOs today allow executives to function as meaningful sponsors and make proactive 
rather than reactive decisions. Executive sponsors now have significantly more critical 
information than in the past for better business decision-making. 
 
A fourth impact today is with the growth in crisis dashboards for executives. Historically, 
executives had to spend a great amount of time reviewing project status frequently to 
identify potential issues needing resolution. Crisis dashboards are customized for each 
executive acting as a project sponsor. Future executives will expand on today’s mature 
practices and will stretch to handle sponsoring multiple projects and look at the crisis 
dashboards each morning to see if any projects have issues which may require their 
immediate attention. The information on crisis dashboards can be provided by the 
PPMOs, project managers, team members, clients, or stakeholders. 

 
THE PATH FORWARD __________________________________________________ 

Future executive sponsors, in a progressively digitalized world, will be able to scale their 
impact on a strategic portfolio of initiatives. As highlighted in Figure 2, these executive 
sponsors will possess critical capabilities that will enable their sustained impact on the 
portfolio’s success. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 – Future Executive Sponsors Qualities 
 
 
With the investment in building and growing these qualities, future executive sponsors will 
be in an excellent position to balance their success with the overall strategic success of 
the enterprise and the associated success in achieving sustained value of portfolio’s 
initiative’s. Staying open to the changing dynamics in the workplace of the future, will 
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enable these executives to remain highly relevant and to continually operate as the 
strategic trusted advisor for public and commercial customers worldwide. 
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