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This particular IS software development company was formed in 1996 and was 

a pioneering software company servicing the online gambling industry.  This 

company’s end-to-end e-commerce and administration software suites are 

internationally recognised as industry leaders in terms of innovation and quality.  

The company was changing in both structure and culture from a formal silo 

structure to a matrix structure.  Furthermore, the vision of the company is to be 

more of a project-driven entity (project-centric), and customer-focused.   

Due to these changes and growth, there were areas that needed to be improved 

upon, such as the knowledge and experience in the role of the project sponsor.  

Numerous surveys across a diverse range of IS projects have identified that the 

lack of support from senior management (project sponsorship) is one of the 

biggest causes of project failure.   
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The aim of the research was to analyse the role of the project sponsor within an 

IS development company, and determine what their role was, and what effect 

project sponsors had on project success or failure.  The reason a project 

sponsor’s role had become far more than it should have been in many 

circumstances, was due to the lack of, or weaknesses in, the organisational 

structure.   

This organisational structure included strategy creation and delivery, maturity of 

all job roles and descriptions, efficiency and the correct levels of all processes, 

procedures and methodologies, maturity of systems, and the existence of high-

performance teams.  The greater the lack of organisational structure, the greater 

the role of the project sponsor became.  The project sponsor thus became a “Jack 

of all trades”.  Over the long-term, as the organisational structure matured, the 

role of the project sponsor diminished; thus, the role was dynamic, and changed 

according to the company structure. 

The project sponsor fulfils a role covering five key areas: 

 Project sponsor base or core role (see glossary definition). 

 Project manager, wherever the project manager has a lack of skills or 

experience. 

 Internal to the project team, where there is a lack of skill or experience such 

as businesses analysis or product management. 

 External to the project team, such as customer liaison or project buy-in at all 

levels, not only executive. 

 Programme or Chief Programme Officer (CPO) when the project sponsor is 

the sponsor of multiple projects. 



vi 

If any part of a project is not under control at any time, the risks increase, and the 

chance of a project delivering maximum business value decreases.  A project 

sponsor must have relative control of the project at all times, via the project 

manager and the organisational structure.  Where there is a lack of control, the 

sponsor needs to step in and take control of that aspect, or ensure control is 

implemented. 

Project business value maximisation is when the project/programme, at a 

strategic level, achieves maximum business value by achieving all-round 

stakeholder satisfaction, expected value delivery, strategic goal or strategic 

objective delivered, achieves its return on investment and continues to deliver 

maximum business value long after the completion of the project.  This is the key 

role of the project sponsor.  

Projects fail for many reasons, but in the IS development company researched, 

the results of the survey revealed that project failure is due to unrealistic time 

frames, poor leadership, and inadequate project sponsorship.  As stated by Love 

and Brant-Love (1994), project teams often fail because they do not have 

adequate management involvement, guidance and support.  A project sponsor 

can fill this void, especially on important cross-functional projects.   

The results clearly show that the project sponsor’s role is extremely important 

and that the extent and complexity of the role varies, depending on the evolution 

of the company with regard to BSPM and project structuring as a subset thereof.   
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

Balanced scorecard programme management: 

 Translates vision or mission into desired objectives and performance 

measures that can be quantified, qualified and appraised. 

 Defines managerial performance requirements and measures achievement of 

desired results. 

Corporate strategy: 

 Corporate strategy is the pattern of major objectives or goals, and essential 

policies for achieving these goals, that are stated in such a way as to define 

what business the company is in, or should be in, and the kind of company it 

is or should strive to be.  It defines its purpose, ambitions, and resources, and 

how it interacts with the world in which it operates (Lynch, 1997:818).   

 The strategy of the firm is the match between its internal capabilities and its 

external relationships.  It describes how it responds to its suppliers, its 

customers, its competitors and the social and economic environment within 

which it operates.   

Delivery structure:  

 The structure of a company to create and deliver strategy effectively and 

efficiently through processes in the value chain. 

Dotcom: 

 An Internet company that was started during the Internet boom in the 1990s. 
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Programme management: 

 “The coordinated and integrated management of portfolios of projects and 

large tasks that brings about improvements in organisations which achieve 

benefits of strategic importance” (Steyn, 2004a:29). 

Project: 

 “A project is an endeavour to accomplish a specific objective through a unique 

set of interrelated tasks and the effective utilisation of resources” (Clements & 

Gido, 2006). 

 “A temporary endeavour undertaken to create a unique product, service or 

result” (Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK), 2004:368).   

Project failure: 

 “Project impaired/failed, these projects were abandoned or cancelled at some 

point and thus became total losses” (Standish Group, 1995).    

 “The project is stopped or discarded.  Time, cost, scope and benefits (value) 

were not achieved, and the project will never achieve its projected ROI even 

on extended time” (the researcher). 

Project management: 

 “The application of knowledge, skills, tools and techniques to project activities 

to meet the project requirements.” (PMBOK, 2004:368). 
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Project manager: 

 “The person assigned by the performing organisation to achieve the project 

objectives” (PMBOK, 2004:369).  

Project sponsor:  

 The project sponsor represents the internal customer or internal organisation 

and is accountable for the project delivering the maximum business value and 

achieving the strategic goal optimally.  His or her level of involvement and role 

complexity depends on, and is directly influenced by, the structure of the 

business, value chain, strategy delivery, strategy methodology and 

enablement and to what point the company has evolved.   

 In the information systems development company being researched their level 

of involvement and role complexity varies greatly from an almost non-existent 

role where they possibly only approve a project, through to a full-time role, 

where they are fully immersed in the project (the researcher). 

Project success: 

 Project success is when the project is completed on time and budget, with all 

features and functions as specified.  Only 16.2% of projects fell in this category 

(Standish Group, CHAOS Report, 1995). 

 All business benefits, long- and short-term, are achieved (ROI, critical success 

factors, benefits listed, objective and goals.....), and the maximum value was 

achieved, plus the time, cost and scope of the project was achieved, and all 

warranties and guarantees fulfilled.  Project success is when the project, at a 

strategic level, achieves project delivery success, plus all-round stakeholder 

satisfaction, expected value delivery, delivery into its strategic goal or strategic 

objective, and achievement of its return on investment (the researcher). 



xvii 

Value chain: 

 Identifies where the value is added in an organisation and links the process 

with the main functional parts of the organisation.  It is used for developing 

competitive advantage, because such chains tend to be unique to an 

organisation (Lynch, 1997). 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 

The aim of this dissertation was to research the relationship between the performance 

of the project sponsor, the organisation’s structure at that time, and the effect on 

project success.  Leading on from this was an attempt to understand the corrective 

actions needed to improve the project sponsor’s performance, such as changing their 

role to suit the current organisational structure in order to increase the success of 

projects.   

1.1. RESEARCH TERMINOLOGY 

It is first necessary to define the terms in this research to avoid confusion. 

Programme management is the “The coordinated and integrated management of 

portfolios of projects and large tasks that brings about improvements in organisations 

which achieve benefits of strategic importance” (Steyn, 2004a:29).  In other words, a 

programme comprises various projects.  According to PMBOK, (2004:368) 

programme management is, “The application of knowledge, skills, tools and 

techniques to project activities to meet the project requirements.” (). 

Balanced scorecard (BS) programme management involves translating the vision or 

mission into desired objectives and performance measures that can be quantified, 

qualified and appraised. 

A project is an “… endeavour to accomplish a specific objective through a unique set 

of interrelated tasks and the effective utilisation of resources” (Clements & Gido, 

2006). 

A project manager is the person assigned by the company to fulfil the necessary 

objectives of the project, while the project sponsor represents the internal customer or 
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internal organisation and is accountable for the project delivering the maximum 

business value and achieving the strategic goal optimally.  His or her level of 

involvement and role complexity depends on, and is directly influenced by, the 

structure of the business, value chain, strategy delivery, strategy methodology and 

enablement and to what point the company has evolved.   

The project sponsor, as defined in this dissertation, represents the internal customer 

or internal organisation, and is accountable for the project delivering the maximum 

business value and achieving the strategic goal optimally.   

1.2. HIGH-PERFORMANCE TEAMS: THE COMBINATION OF 

MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP 

Project managers usually have very well-defined roles and are generally also good 

managers, but lack leadership training and ability.  This is where the project sponsor 

needs to provide the necessary leadership, and pass these skills on to the project 

manager.  To create and maintain high-performance teams, both a combination of 

management and leadership is necessary.    

High-performance teams are a necessity, as with any sport.  Slowly the recognition, in 

organisations, that high-performance teams are critical, will occur.  In recent years 

there has been a flurry of all sorts of tools, techniques and methodologies to create, 

manage and improve high-performance teams. 

1.3. THE PERFECT ORGANISATION AND THE PERFECT 

CUSTOMER  

In theory one can assume that a perfect organisation is possible and a project sponsor 

would not be necessary.  If, for example, a company had all the following in place and 

it was all working perfectly together in unison, one would not need a project sponsor.   
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The perfect organisation, in terms of maximum business value achieved through its 

projects, is one that delivers on its strategy and projects efficiently and effectively, 

including the right projects, at the right time, delivered right, and can be identified by 

the following characteristics: 

 Executive management provides the correct leadership and decision making. 

 Strategy is created through a process and is continually checked and measured 

and changed, such as balanced scorecard (BS) based programme management. 

 Strategy is implemented correctly the first time, and corrections made on a 

continuous basis. 

 There is a project delivery structure in place, such as a PMO, PSO, PO. 

 There is a project system in place such as the Enterprise Project Management 

System. 

 There are project methodologies and processes in place, such as PMBOK, Prince 

and Scrum. 

 There are defined project staffing roles, such as project administrator, project 

coordinator, junior project manager, project leader, project manager, senior project 

manager, programme manager, project portfolio manager, PSO manager, PMO 

manager, PO manager, and project director. 

 Project approvals are run via an approval process and financed through a project 

approval process. 

 A high level of efficient and effective communication. 

 There is enough staff on the team, and all are correctly experienced and qualified, 

and work as a high-performance team. 

 There is a performance management system in place, including policy, procedure 

and processes. 
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 The project is correct, with correct business analysis and business case, scoping, 

project charter, risk management, technical specification, planning, and so on, as 

per PMBOK or Prince. 

 The organisation is correctly structured. 

 There is minimal politicking. 

 Both the organisation and customers run in this manner.   

 All the above works and runs efficiently and effectively together. 

All the above are henceforth referred to in this document as the organisational 

structure (organisational value chain/delivery structure). 

Traditionally, the project manager tried to fill the gaps in the delivery structure to ensure 

their project succeeded, but with projects needing to be delivered even faster, to time, 

cost and scope, a higher rate of project failure resulted.  Today, project managers 

adhere to their job description of delivering the project to time, cost and scope – which 

is already more than enough to try and accomplish, and often their performance and 

bonus is measured against their job description (which is often derived from PMBOK 

or Prince and thus they deliver as such). 

The project manager ensures the project is delivered and implemented to time, cost, 

scope and direct customer satisfaction.  Thus, when the project implementation is 

complete, the project closes off and the team moves on, and the project success is 

measured and then accepted.  The author refers to this as “project delivery” in this 

document. 

1.4. THE RESEARCH COMPANY: BACKGROUND 

The IS (information systems) development company researched was formed in 1996 

and is a pioneering software company servicing the e-commerce industry.  It has 
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grown from a handful of talented individuals to a diversely disciplined team of over 600 

professionals.  This IS development company’s end-to-end e-commerce and 

administration software suites are internationally recognised as industry leaders in 

terms of innovation and quality.  New and competitive thinking is the centre of 

everything this IS development company does. 

The IS development company being researched is one of the few dotcom success 

stories and is progressing rapidly from a successful dotcom to a successfully 

structured corporate, and as such, coupled with these changes, is also implementing 

formal structures, methodologies, processes, procedures and communication 

protocols.  Within this IS development company there are, at any one given time, well 

over 100 projects under development which vary greatly from three-person teams to 

40-person teams, with a time span of two months to two years.  These do not include 

the operational process driven software projects, which result in approximately 8 000 

projects per year (these systems and software were sold to multiple clients, branded 

and customised to their needs). 

The IS development company is changing in both structure and culture; from a formal 

silo structure to a matrix structure.  Furthermore, the vision of the company is to be a 

more project-driven entity (project-centric) and customer-focused.  Due to company 

changes and growth, there are areas that need to be improved upon, such as the 

knowledge and experience in the role of the project sponsor.   

1.5. PROJECT FAILURE IN RESEARCH COMPANY 

The rate of change in the business arena is continuously increasing, and companies 

are constantly seeking innovative products, services and knowledge-enabled 

processes to enable them to compete effectively against each other.  IS plays an 

important role as an enabler of these processes.  The problem is that the 

implementation of IS projects, commissioned to support and enable the business 

functions, often fail. 
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The high rate of failing IS projects is a real and relevant concern for the business 

environment.  Companies are wasting a significant portion of their resources on failed 

IS projects.  More often than not, IS projects fail to realise their intended purpose of 

reducing operating costs, increasing worker productivity, increasing cycle times and, 

ultimately, increasing a company’s market share.  Management in these companies 

continue to complain about costly IS expenditure, returning only a portion of the 

expected return on investment and business benefit.  The phenomenon of IS project 

failure has been in existence for many years, and has, in more recent years, become 

a relevant topic, calling for investigation and further study.   

Projects in the organisation cannot be improved upon in the future and project failure 

rates will not be reduced if the true causes of project failure are not documented.  

Various excuses (symptoms) are used to describe project failure at the end of a 

project.  If the symptoms of project failure are used as the reason for project failure, 

then the true causes of the project failure have not been identified.   

The cause of project failure generally occurs at the beginning of the project, and the 

symptoms start to show towards the end of the project.  Symptoms are often what are 

measured on project dashboards – i.e. when an amber or orange icon on the 

dashboard under “time” appears, the cause has already occurred, and the project 

manager is now just stopping further damage to the project.   

One of the possible causes of project failure is weak or lack of project sponsorship in 

relation to the maturity of the organisation’s structure, such as balanced scorecard 

(BS) based programme management.  IS projects in the organisation, that could have 

been more successful, point to a number of symptoms as being instrumental in their 

failure.  With these symptoms of project failure, one has to ask, “Why did this symptom 

occur?” to actually establish the cause of project failure, i.e. “Why was the scope 

incorrect?”  
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The problem was that project sponsorship was assigned to senior line managers who 

possibly: 

 Were often not focused on the objective of the project, which would result in 

maximum business benefit being achieved. 

 Did not understand their role as project sponsor, and had no clear responsibilities 

and accountability as project sponsors. 

 Did not have the knowledge, skill and experience to fulfil their role as project 

sponsor. 

 Experienced no general agreement in the organisation on the role of project 

sponsor; executives and project staff did not understand the project sponsor role, 

as it was not defined, and what was expected or demanded from them.   

 Had no understanding of the project and thus the type of project sponsor needed 

for each individual project. 

 Did not understand how their role dynamically changed in relation to the 

organisational structure, project, project manager and project team.   

 Did not receive direct support from the executives. 

 Did not fulfil the role, or overfilled the role (micromanagement). 

Numerous surveys across a diverse range of IS projects have identified that the lack 

of support from senior management (project sponsorship) is one of the biggest causes 

of project failure.   

It is the researcher’s contention that the success rate of projects could be improved by 

adequate understanding and knowledge of the role of the project sponsor. 
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1.6. IMPORTANCE OF A PROJECT SPONSOR 

The Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) (2004) defines the project 

sponsor as “the person or group that provides the financial resources, in cash or in 

kind, for the project.”   

There are entire books written on the subject of project sponsorship, such as “The 

Project Sponsor Guide” (Love & Brant-Love, 2000) and “Project Sponsorship” 

(Englund & Bucero, 2006).  There are also many website pages with information on 

the topic of the project sponsor.  It has to be asked why there is such a huge gap in 

opinions on the role of the project sponsor and the involvement and complexity of their 

role, and this is discussed at length in the body of this dissertation. 

1.7. RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

1.7.1 Research aim 

The aim of this dissertation was to research the relationship between the performance 

of the project sponsor, the organisation’s structure at that time, and the effect on 

project success.  Leading on from this was an attempt to understand the corrective 

actions needed to improve the project sponsor’s performance, such as changing their 

role to suit the current organisational structure in order to increase the success of 

projects.   

1.7.2 Research objectives 

The key research objectives of this dissertation were: 

 To educate project sponsors on their role and responsibilities in relation to the 

organisational structure. 
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 To increase project success by improving the performance of the project sponsor 

(owner). 

 To identify the main elements of the project sponsor’s role that cause a project to 

fail. 

 To identify possible solutions to each of the elements, and, in turn, reduce project 

failure rates due to the project sponsor. 

1.8. RESEARCH PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Research problem statement: 

Increased project value and project success can be impacted upon by the 

performance and the role fulfilment of the project sponsor.   

1.9. RESEARCH QUESTION STATEMENT 

The research question, which pertains to this dissertation, reads as follows: 

What could be recommended to improve project sponsor performance to ensure 

that project and product success and maximum business value are delivered by 

the project into the information systems (IS) organisation? 

1.9.1 Investigative questions 

To improve project sponsor performance pertaining to IS projects, in support of the 

research question, the following investigative questions were formulated: 

 What is project failure and project success? 
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 What is the project sponsor’s role in project failure?  

 What is the role of the project sponsor relating to an inexperienced project manager 

on a project, where the project manager’s role is highly defined and ‘set in stone’, 

and all problems and issues outside of this role are escalated to the project 

sponsor? 

 How does the project sponsor’s role evolve as the organisation transforms from a 

traditional structure to encompass BS-based programme management? 

 What is the project sponsor’s base or core role? 

 What other responsibilities are additional to the project sponsor, both external and 

internal to the project, due to a lack of, or weak, organisational structure? 

 What is the project sponsor’s role in regard to being a project sponsor on multiple 

projects? 

1.10. IMPORTANCE OF THE RESEARCH 

This dissertation will be of benefit to the IS project industry, especially in South Africa 

where many companies have embraced project management and are in their infancy 

in applying BS-based programme management, and where project sponsors range 

from often fulfilling far more than their core role (including that of the programme 

manager and CPO) to neglecting their role completely. 

1.11. STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION 

Chapter 1 served as the introduction to the research.  Chapter 2 comprises the 

literature review on project and programme management, and Chapter 3 continues 

the literature view with in-depth information on the project sponsor. 
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Chapter 4 details the current situation of information systems companies in the 

business area, noting reasons for project failure.  Chapter 5 discusses the research 

process, and Chapter 5 presents the findings of the research. 

Chapter 6 discusses and interprets the findings of the research, and Chapter 7 

provides the conclusion and recommendations. 

1.12. CONCLUSION 

This chapter serves at the introduction to the research by outlining the aims and 

objectives, and providing a brief background to the researched company and the 

importance of a project sponsor.  The following chapter details the literature review on 

projects and programme management. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW: 

PROGRAMME/PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

2.1. INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, an in-depth literature review is conducted on projects, programmes 

and programme management, specifically BS-based programme management.  First 

it is necessary to define and explain corporate strategy, and the balanced scorecard 

to understand the importance of the role of programme management and the link 

between the two. 

This chapter provides an overview of projects, the role of the project manager, and 

presents in-depth information on why projects fail.  The concept of the project sponsor 

is introduced, and an in-depth discussion on the role of the project sponsor is provided 

in Chapter 3. 

2.2. CORPORATE STRATEGY 

2.2.1 Overview 

This section will give an overview of organisational strategy, to be able, further on in 

this dissertation, to gauge the level or maturity of an organisation’s strategy and 

structure in relation to the project sponsor’s role and project success. 

Corporate, or organisational, strategy is developed by consideration of the resources 

of the organisation in relation to its environment, the prime purpose being to add value 

(Lynch, 1997:818). 
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2.2.2 Key elements 

There are five key elements to strategy: 

 Sustainable decisions: What? 

 Processes to deliver strategy: How? 

 Competitive advantage: Why? 

 Exploitation of linkages between the organisation and its environment: Where? 

 Vision: When? With what result? 

2.2.3 Core areas 

An organisation is only as strong as its weakest link.  Three core areas of corporate 

strategy are as follows: 

 Strategic analysis: (What is the level of strategic analysis in the organisation?) 

o Environment. 

o Resources. 

o Vision, mission and objectives. 

 Strategic development: (What is level of strategic development in the organisation?) 

o Options. 

o Rational selection between options. 

o Finding the strategic route forward. 
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o Strategy implementation: (what is level of strategic development in the 

organisation?) 

o Resource allocation. 

 Strategic planning and control. 

o People issues and strategic transformation and change. 

The maturity of the core areas of corporate strategy in an organisation will directly 

influence the business value maximisation through projects.  The project sponsor 

should be capable and accountable for achieving for maximum business value 

delivered through each project.  The role of the project sponsor is explained in depth 

in the following chapter, Chapter 3. 

2.2.4 Organisational change strategy 

There are three main elements of change (Brown & Harvey, 2006): 

 Behavioural strategy: Change attitudes and values, which leads to new behaviours. 

 Structural strategy: Change organisational architecture and design, which leads to 

new relationships. 

 Technical strategy: Change operations and methods, which leads to new 

processes. 

This all leads to a transformed organisation and improved organisational performance.  

How well the organisation constantly improves and changes will influence the role of 

the project sponsor. 
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2.3. BS PROGRAMME MANAGEMENT 

The balanced scorecard (BS) provides a framework to describe and communicate 

strategy in a consistent and insightful way to team.  Programme management delivers 

strategy implementation in a coordinated and integrated team-based system that 

measures benefits. 

2.3.1 Functions of BS programme management 

The following are the functions of balanced scorecard programme management 

(BSPM): 

 Translates vision/mission into desired objectives and performance measures that 

can be quantified or qualified and appraised. 

 Defines managerial performance requirements, and measures achievement of 

desired results. 

2.3.2 Benefits of BSPM 

The following are the benefits of a BSPM approach (Kaplan & Norton, 2001): 

 Increases understanding of vision/mission. 

 Clarifies the organisation’s strategy. 

 Tracks key elements of strategy. 

 Prioritises resource allocation regarding strategic objectives. 

 Links strategic objectives to tactical plans and budgets. 

 Facilitates organisational improvement. 
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 Compares performance of business units. 

Depending on the maturity of the organisation in relation to the balanced scorecard, 

the role of the project sponsor will vary. 

2.3.3 Project business value maximisation 

Project business value maximisation is when the project/programme, at a strategic 

level, achieves maximum business value by achieving all-round stakeholder 

satisfaction, expected value delivery, strategic goal or strategic objective delivered, 

achieves its return on investment and continues to deliver maximum business value 

long after the completion of the project.  This is the responsibility of the project sponsor. 

2.3.4 Strategy delivery and the project sponsor 

The following three figures give context in relation to strategy delivery and the project 

sponsor.  The first figure (Steyn, 2005) shows the overall balanced scorecard 

programme management (BSPM) value chain and the major aspects of an 

organisation, that need to be balanced and work together efficiently and effectively to 

maximise value delivery in all areas of the business.   



17 

 

Figure 2-1 The BSPM learning organisation value chain schematic (Steyn, 2005) 

 

Figure 2-2 The process for strategy implementation through projects (Steyn, 2005) 
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Steyn (2005) asserts that as illustrated in Figure 2-3 a fourth initiative in the 

management-though-programmes approach can be added to the below, namely the 

process portfolio programme.   
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Figure 5.1 Project portfolios and process portfolios in the value chain. Steyn (2004:6)
 

Figure 2-3 Project portfolios and process portfolios in the value chain (Steyn, 2005) 

2.4. PROGRAMME MANAGEMENT 

PMI is expanding their curriculum from project management to programme and 

portfolio management, but PMI’s document was rejected by Garner Research in March 

2009.  A more recent and accurate paper by Professor Pieter Steyn, “The Emergent 

Role of Chief Programme Officer” (2009), covers programme management at a high 

level. 

2.4.1 Main responsibilities of a programme manager 

The following are the main responsibilities of a programme manager: 
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 Prioritising projects (assisting top management). 

 Matching project managers with specific demands of projects. 

 Assistance to project managers regarding: 

o Scheduling of resources. 

o Resource allocation, particularly manpower. 

 Appraisal of benefits. 

 Ensuring projects achieve maximum business value. 

 Ensuring programmes of project achieve maximum business value. 

 Ensuring projects and programmes achieve strategic goals and strategic critical 

success factors. 

 Making sure the right projects are done at the right time, right the first time. 

2.4.2 Functions of the programme management 

Programme management involves leading, creating, implementing and improving. 

 Creating: 

o Identifying the work that has to be done. 

o Quantifying the work that has to be done. 

o Identifying the available resources. 

o Establishing the organisational architecture. 

 Implementing: 
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o Executing the work packages. 

o Monitoring progress against the plans. 

o Making the necessary adjustments for control. 

o Analysing the impacts/s. 

The programme management process means planning the work and then working the 

plan (fail to plan, plan to fail!). 

2.4.3 Characteristics of a good programme manager 

Successful programme managers must be competent in a wide range of general 

management/leadership skills:  

 Creating. 

 Implementing. 

 Improving. 

 Communicating. 

 Planning. 

 Organising. 

 Team creation. 

 Leading. 

 Motivating. 

 Directing. 
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 Coordinating. 

 Integrating, 

 Negotiating. 

 Finance and marketing. 

2.4.4 Critical success factors for programmes 

The following are the critical success factors for programmes: 

 Clearly defined project goals and mission. 

 Top management support. 

 A competent project manager for each project within the programme. 

 A competent project team for each project within the programme. 

 Sufficient resources. 

 Client/customer involvement and consultation. 

 Good communications. 

 Responsiveness to clients. 

 Proper monitoring and feedback. 

 Appropriate technology. 
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2.5. PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

2.5.1 What is a project? 

“A temporary endeavour undertaken to create a unique product, service or result” 

(Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK), 2004:368).  A collection of 

projects, which may run concurrently, is known as a programme. 

2.5.2 Attributes of a project 

According to Gido and Clements (2009:6), the attributes of a project are the following: 

 Has a well-defined, measurable objective. 

 Composed of a series of interdependent tasks. 

 Utilises various resources. 

 Has a specific time frame and budget. 

 Has a customer. 

 Involves a degree of uncertainty. 

 Delivers organisational benefits. 

2.6. THE PROJECT MANAGER 

2.6.1 Evolution of the project manager 

“n Boer maak ‘n plan” (a farmer makes a plan).  As they are out in the middle of 

nowhere and far from a town, they have to make a plan to fix things and keep on 

farming, be very entrepreneurial and a master of all forms of farming.  Project 



23 

managers were the same, wearing all hats, and were masters of all.  Now, however, 

their positions have evolved, to being very specific, not only in job description, but also 

in their work, methodology and processes, which are covered in detail throughout the 

PMBOK. 

Added to this is the high amount of project failure.  Project managers have encouraged 

having very detailed job descriptions, as they are tired of being blamed for project 

failure.  Thus, what a project manager does and does not do has become very specific, 

even at times teetering on typically “governmentalised” lines, to the point that when 

one asks a project manager to achieve something, the answer is “No, it’s not my job” 

or “No its not part of my job description” or, with more sarcasm, “I didn’t see that 

mentioned in PMBOK”.  This is not necessarily a bad thing, but who is left to fill the 

gaps in and around the project? (A farmer makes a plan).  It is the contention of the 

researcher that this position is best filled by the project sponsor, and this role will be 

discussed in detail in the following chapter. 

2.6.2 Project manager activities 

There are four main coordination activities: 

 Integration of project activities. 

 In-house and external communication. 

 Scheduling with risk and uncertainty. 

 Effective control. 
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2.7. WHY PROJECTS FAIL 

2.7.1 Project success and failure 

When a project fails, the following is normally asked at a senior level: 

 Who was assigned at senior level to the project initially, and checked that it was 

aligned to both the organisation’s strategy and the customer’s strategy? 

 Was the project constantly checked and aligned by someone senior throughout its 

life cycle? 

 Who ensured that all the gaps were filled?  

 Who ensured and checked that the project achieved its expected value add and 

return on investment after the project had been accepted and gone live over the 

medium- and long-term? 

 Were there processes, policies and procedures in place to check all the above? 

 Was there a system that monitored this, and reported on the various projects’ ROI? 

This normally points directly to a project sponsor, if they were assigned, and thus 

would have accomplished the following: 

 The project, from beginning to end, aligns to strategy both in the organisation and 

the customer. 

 Filling any of the gaps in the delivery structure, and any other gaps identified above, 

to help ensure the project’s success.  Based on the above, the less delivery 

structure there is the more experienced and qualified the project sponsor needs to 

be, and the larger their job description. 
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 Ensuring the project delivers its expected value and its return on investment in the 

medium- to long-term, and long after the project has gone live. 

Where does one start to define project success and project failed, and who is held 

accountable and responsible?  To work backwards from this point would be easiest; 

therefore, the project manager can be held accountable from the time they are 

assigned to the project to the time they are removed or reassigned to another project.  

The time at which the project manager is assigned to the project often varies, 

sometimes before project approval and often after the business case has been 

completed.   

The project manager is reassigned somewhere around project closure, customer 

acceptance or go live.  For use of a better term, one can call this the project.  Thus, 

by the above, the “project”, is from the time the project manager was assigned, to the 

time the project manager was removed or reassigned.  Or does one define the start 

and end of a project as: a project is a uniquely defined (time, cost and scope) 

endeavour, from the time it is created or conceptualised at a strategic level, to the time 

it achieves its value delivery, strategic goal or objective, and return on investment and 

break even.  This is long before the project manager arrives on the project, and 

continues long after the project manager has left the project. 

Thus, the project manager is responsible for project success (from the time they are 

assigned to the time they are removed), and the project sponsor or someone else in 

the organisational structure is accountable for “the project business value 

maximisation”, but not the project manager.  Project success is considered to have 

been achieved when the project, in essence, is delivered to time, cost, scope and basic 

customer satisfaction, including project requirements, project objectives and critical 

success factors being achieved.   

Project delivery failure is then the lack of achieving the above by a large degree, 

whereas project challenged is missing any of the above by a fractional margin, 
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customer satisfaction being the major factor in challenged projects.  In the researcher’s 

opinion, “customer satisfaction” is just a lack of definition and agreement of any of the 

other project success factors already mentioned, and thus a very weak excuse for 

project failure – i.e. a loophole.   

The questions, “Why did your project fail?” or “Why was your project challenged?” are 

answered by “The customer was not satisfied, but he was very difficult, you know”.  

Project business value maximisation is when the project, at a strategic level, achieves 

maximum business value by achieving all-round stakeholder satisfaction, expected 

value delivery, strategic goal or strategic objective delivered, achieves its return on 

investment and continues to deliver maximum business value, long after the 

completion of the project.  This is the responsibility of the project sponsor. 

2.7.2 Generic reasons 

The most common reasons projects fail, according to the Office of Government 

Commerce (2005), are listed below: 

 Lack of clear links between the project and the organisation’s key strategic priorities, 

including agreed measures of success. 

 Lack of clear senior management, ownership and leadership. 

 Lack of effective engagement with stakeholders. 

 Lack of skills and proven approach to project management and risk management. 

 Too little attention to dividing development and implementation into manageable 

steps. 

 Evaluation of proposals driven by initial price rather than long-term value for money 

(especially securing delivery of business benefits). 
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 Lack of understanding of and contact with the supply industry at senior levels in the 

organisation. 

 Lack of effective project team integration between clients, the supplier, and the 

supply chain. 

2.7.3 Lack of project sponsor 

One of the possible causes of project failure is weak or lack of project sponsorship in 

relation to the maturity of the organisation’s structure, such as BS-based programme 

management.  IS projects in the organisation, that could have been more successful, 

point to a number of symptoms as being instrumental in their failure.  With these 

symptoms of project failure, one has to ask, “Why did this symptom occur?” to actually 

establish the cause of project failure, i.e. “Why was the scope incorrect?”  

If any part of a project is not under control at any time, then risks increase, and the 

chance of a project reaching maximum value delivered, decreases.  A project sponsor 

must have relative control of the project at all times via the project manager and the 

organisational structure.  Where there is a lack of control, the sponsor needs to step 

in and take control of that aspect or ensure that control is implemented. 

Projects could possibly be improved upon by increasing the performance of the project 

sponsors by their fulfilling their roles and responsibilities correctly.  This could possibly 

be accomplished by an increase in project sponsor experience, training and education, 

and a thorough understanding of their roles and responsibilities.   

A project without the appropriate degree of sponsorship will fail.  The relationship that 

the project manager builds with the sponsor representing the internal customer is the 

most critical relationship in the project, and the project manager relies on the project 

sponsor to fulfil their role.   
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In the researcher’s opinion, “customer satisfaction” is just a lack of definition and 

agreement of any of the other project success factors already mentioned, and thus a 

very weak excuse for project failure – i.e.  a loophole.   

The questions, “Why did your project fail?” or “Why was your project challenged?” are 

answered by “The customer was not satisfied, but he was very difficult, you know”.  

Project business value maximisation is when the project, at a strategic level, achieves 

maximum business value by achieving all-round stakeholder satisfaction, expected 

value delivery, strategic goal or strategic objective delivered, achieves its return on 

investment and continues to deliver maximum business value, long after the 

completion of the project.  This is the responsibility of the project sponsor. 

2.8. INTRODUCTION TO THE PROJECT SPONSOR 

2.8.1 Definition of a project sponsor 

The Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) (2004) defines the project 

sponsor as “the person or group that provides the financial resources, in cash or in 

kind, for the project.”   

2.8.2 PMBOK descriptions 

In the PMBOK glossary, under ‘project sponsor’, states: “Project Sponsor.  See 

sponsor.”  When looking up sponsor, it states: “Sponsor: The person or group that 

provides the financial resources, in cash or in kind, for the project”.  There is then the 

opposite extreme, where entire books are being written on project sponsorship, such 

as “The Project Sponsor Guide” (Love & Brant-Love, 2000), and entire websites have 

been dedicated to project sponsorship, such as http://project-sponsor.com.  The 

reason for this is that PMBOK assumes that a perfect organisation exists.  PMI has 

done incredible work in the project field and in the task of reducing project failure, but 

their definition of a project sponsor needs to be updated.   

http://project-sponsor.com/
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Another fundamental shortcoming in the PMBOK, when looking in the glossary, is that 

there is no definition of project success, challenged or failed, and project delivery 

success challenged or failed, even though mentioned and assumed in the PMBOK.  

This is extremely important in context with the project sponsor’s role.  Who is 

responsible or accountable for project success, project challenged, or project failed? 

One first needs to create these definitions.  If it is not defined, it cannot be measured 

or improved.  Every project should have a project success or performance scorecard 

agreed upfront, inserted in the project charter and updated at regular periods. 

Definitions as per PMBOK, e.g. “Project Management (PM) – The application of 

knowledge, skills, tools and techniques to project activities in order to meet the project 

requirements”.  “Project Manager (PM) - The person assigned by the performing 

organisation to achieve the project objectives”.  Even these two definitions have 

become a little vague for the average person; one definition uses the term “project 

requirements” and the other, “project objectives”. 

2.8.3 Evolution of the project sponsor 

Projects kept failing and the project managers were held responsible and, even though 

doing their best, executives after a while needed to hold someone senior accountable 

for the project, and ensure its success.  Thus, the evolution of the project sponsor 

began.   

The project sponsor was traditionally the financial director who would financially 

approve a project, and nothing more.  Executives then made the following statement: 

“You are the financial director approving the finance for the project; you ensure that it 

gets its return on investment” (i.e. you have to make sure the project is a success), 

and so the project sponsor’s role began to grow).   

Furthermore, if a senior manager wanted a project approved for his division or 

department, the financial director who had now smartened up, said: “If you want me 
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to approve this project, you ensure it is a success and it achieves its ROI”.  So, those 

who requested projects often became the project sponsor.   

With outsourced projects, a similar occurrence began to take place.  The 

salesman/accounts manager or person who was trusted by the customer in the 

outsourced company, became the guardian of the project for the customer, and thus 

became the project sponsor.   

According to Englund and Bucero (2006), many executives are assigned as project 

sponsors, but their organisations do not spend time training and explaining their 

expected roles and responsibilities during the project life cycles.  Thus, many a 

sponsor, like many a project manager, ends up in the role “by accident.” 

As organisations evolved and BS-programme management was implemented, and the 

various project roles began to mature, and project methodologies, processes and 

systems also began to mature, the project sponsor’s role and complexity began to 

reduce again to a core role.  Therefore, depending on the organisation’s delivery 

structure, the role of the project sponsor varies from approving finance for the project 

to being an integral part of the team, where they play a full-time role on the project, 

filling all the gaps, where necessary, to ensure project success.   

2.8.4 Necessity for a project sponsor 

The role of the project sponsor (owner) is even more important in companies: 

 Where there is unacceptable project failure. 

 That do not employ a formal project management approach to projects. 

 Where project managers are out of their depth and burning out. 
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 Where the project has exceptionally high costs, risk, scope, technical issues, 

timelines, volatility or politics. 

 Who run high-risk projects. 

 Who use outsourced project managers. 

 Where the project manager’s roles are very defined and specific and other roles in 

the organisation are not. 

 Who do not have programme or chief programme officers (CPO). 

 Where the organisational structure is suspect. 

 Who do not have an organisational value chain that delivers efficiently and 

effectively. 

 Who are not focused on creating and leading high-performance teams. 

 Who have not implemented balanced scorecard (BS) based programme 

management. 

2.8.5 BS programme management and the project sponsor 

In a company using balanced scorecard (BS)-based programme management, the 

chief programme officer (CPO), programme managers, product managers and 

sponsors would be the links between strategy and projects.  Within smaller, less 

structured or evolved companies, the only link is the project sponsor.  The project 

sponsor is the only link between business and strategy, and the project and 

technicalities.  Thus, project sponsors fill both the external and internal gaps in the 

project, and depending on the size and number of gaps, the project sponsor’s role is 

either minor or very large.  The role of the project sponsor is discussed in detail in the 

next chapter, Chapter 3. 
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2.9. CONCLUSION 

This chapter explained the difference between projects and programme, and 

discussed the importance of corporate strategy, balanced scorecard programme 

management and link between strategy and programme management to achieve 

business project business value maximisation.  The reasons for project failure were 

documented and discussed at length. 

The concept of the project sponsor was introduced, and the role and importance of the 

project sponsor is more fully discussed in the following chapter, Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 3. LITERATURE REVIEW: THE PROJECT 

SPONSOR 

3.1. INTRODUCTION 

The literature review continues in this chapter, where the emphasis on the role, 

responsibilities and importance of the project sponsor within the organisational 

structure. 

Specifically, the role of the project sponsor in preventing project failure and achieving 

maximum business value is discussed.  This chapter also notes how change is 

achieved by the project sponsor, and also details how the project sponsor can be 

changed if necessary/ 

3.2. DEFINITION OF A PROJECT SPONSOR 

The following are various definitions of a project sponsor: 

 The executive who manages, administers, monitors, funds, and is accountable for 

the overall project delivery.   

 The generic name given to the source of the project manager's authority.  The 

sponsor may be the owner, financier, client, etc., or their delegate management 

person who has oversight for the project.    

 The individual or body for whom the project is undertaken and who is the primary 

risk taker.   

 “The person or group that provides the financial resources, in cash or in kind, for 

the project” (PMBOK). 

http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_E04.htm#Executive
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_O01.htm#Overall Project
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_D01.htm#Delivery
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_S04.htm#Source
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_P12.htm#Project Manager
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_A05.htm#Authority
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_O01.htm#Owner
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_C02.htm#Client
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_M00.htm#Management
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_P09.htm#Project
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_I01.htm#Individual
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_P09.htm#Project
http://maxwideman.com/pmglossary/PMG_R04.htm#Risk
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3.3. ACTIVITIES OF A PROJECT SPONSOR 

Some of the activities that a project sponsor will possibly undertake include the 

following (Englund, 2006; Kerzner, 1998; Love & Brant-Love, 2000): 

 Brokering funding for the project.   

 Providing strategic direction and advising the project sponsor of relevant 

organisational or external issues which may have an impact on the project.   

 Making major project decisions, especially when there are differences of opinion 

among steering committee members. 

 Acting as an arbitrator in conflict situations.   

 Reviewing and signing off major deliverables. 

 Reviewing project progress on a regular basis.   

 Communicating project status at a senior level.   

 Providing direction and guidance for key business strategies and initiatives.   

 Negotiating funding for the project.   

 Actively participating in initial project planning.   

 Identifying project steering committee members.   

 Working with the project manager to develop the project charter. 

 Identifying and quantifying business benefits to be achieved by successful 

implementation of the project.   

 Identifying the project’s critical success factors.   
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 Approving major deliverables such as the project charter, project plan and risk 

management plan.   

 Reviewing and approving changes to plans, priorities, deliverables and schedules, 

etc.   

 Gaining consensus among stakeholders when differences of opinion occur.   

 Assisting the project when required (especially in an 'out-of-control' situation), by 

exerting their organisational authority and ability to influence.   

 Assisting with the resolution of inter-project boundary issues.   

 Managing the realisation of benefits. 

 Chairing the project steering committee.   

 Reviewing project progress on a regular basis.   

 Supporting the project manager in conflict resolution.   

 Advising the project manager of any changes in business direction or policy which 

may have an effect on the project.   

 Encouraging stakeholder involvement, and building and maintaining their ongoing 

commitment through effective communication strategies.   

 Advising the project manager of protocols, political issues, potential sensitivities, 

etc.   

 Evaluating the project's success on completion.   

The performance of the project sponsor needs to be measured against the above 

criteria.  The researcher has attempted to pinpoint where the weaknesses, with 

respect to the above criteria, are, where the sponsor’s role could be improved upon, 
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and how the role of the project sponsor dynamically changes as the above criteria 

change. 

3.4. PROJECT SPONSOR ROLE VS ORGANISATIONAL 

STRUCTURE 

In the figure below, as an organisation grows, often the organisational structures do 

not keep up with the growth of the organisation.  In relation, the role and complexity of 

the project sponsor needs to change.  Project managers’ roles are generally well 

defined, and anything out of their scope is then escalated to the project sponsor.  In 

such organisations, this can result in the project sponsor’s role being a full-time and 

complex role.   

This role diminishes as an organisation implements structures such as BS-based 

programme management, and as roles such as programme managers and CPOs are 

implemented in the organisation.  Thus, the project sponsor’s role is dynamic, and 

changes in relation to the organisation’s structures and the projects managers’ skills, 

experience and role description.  If the project sponsor is a sponsor on a number of 

projects, and the organisational structure does not yet have programme managers 

and a CPO, do they also unknowingly have to fulfil this role – which can lead to project 

failure?  
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Figure 3-1 Project sponsor role vs organisational structure (source: researcher’s own) 

3.5. ORGANISATIONAL LEVEL OF INVOLVEMENT 

Their level of involvement and role complexity depends on, and is directly influenced 

by, the structure of the business, value chain, strategy delivery, strategy methodology 

and enablement, and to what point the company has evolved.  The level of involvement 

and role complexity varies greatly from an almost non-existent role where they 

possibly only approve a project, through to a full-time role where they are fully 

immersed in the project. 

3.6. WHO CAN BE THE PROJECT SPONSOR? 

Generally speaking, the project sponsor can be anyone in a more senior position – i.e. 

someone with a stake in the project (e.g. the person who sold the project or approved 

the finance, or has an effect on their division, or is good for their career, or the project 

or carries political clout and power).   
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3.7. CORE ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE PROJECT 

SPONSOR 

3.7.1 Five key areas of involvement 

The project sponsor could possibly fulfil a role consisting of five key areas and will 

answer the question, “What does the project sponsor have to accomplish to ensure 

the project achieves maximum business value?”: 

 Project sponsor base or core role. 

 Project manager, wherever the project manager has a lack of skills or experience. 

 Internal to the project team, where there is a lack of skills or experience such as 

business analysis or product management. 

 External to the project team, such as customer liaison or project buy-in at all levels, 

not only executive. 

 Programme or chief programme officer (CPO), when the project sponsor is the 

sponsor of multiple projects. 

3.7.2 Role of the project sponsor 

Their role is to: 

 Ensure that throughout its life cycle the project is focused on achieving its objectives 

and delivering a product that will ultimately achieve the projected benefits.   

 Ensure a cost-conscious approach to the project, balancing the demands of 

business, user and supplier.   
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 Act as project 'champion', thus influencing other senior colleagues, where 

necessary, to ensure the success of the project.   

 Focus on value delivery, whereas the project manager focuses on project delivery.  

The project sponsor is the gap filler between strategy delivery and project delivery, 

based on the maturity of the company with regard to organisational structure and 

balanced scorecard programme management.  Their role complexity will vary.   

3.7.3 Responsibilities of the project sponsor 

Also known, sometimes, as the Senior Responsible Owner (SRO), the project sponsor 

is ultimately responsible for the project, and to the executive, and is the key decision 

maker within the team, with the other members giving advice and commitment.   

The project sponsor 'owns' the business case throughout the project, and will normally 

be a senior member of staff with a relevant area of responsibility that will be affected 

by the outcome of the project.  According to Englund, 2006, Kerzner, 1998, Love and 

Brant-Love, 2000, the responsibilities of the project sponsor are the following: 

 Approving the project. 

 Approving finances for the project. 

 Securing budget and finances for the project. 

 Signing off of each phase and allowing it to proceed or not to proceed. 

 Stopping the project and closing it down (project failure). 

 Ensuring an appropriate project or programme management framework is in place, 

incorporating the gateway review process if required.   

 Preparing the project brief, project initiation document (or equivalent) and business 

case. 
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 Appraising options and submitting for approval.   

 Securing resources and expertise from the client organisation as required; for 

example, appointing professional advisers to support the project sponsor role.   

 Coordinating and directing end-user input.   

 Coordinating value management strategy.   

 Controlling changes following approval.   

 Determining and managing risks to the project.   

 Managing the project budget, including risk allowance.   

 Acting as sole point of contact with project manager.   

 Coordinating and fostering teamwork.   

 Managing the project manager's performance of delegated responsibility.   

 Establishing formal reporting arrangements on project progress.   

 Defining criteria for control and management of the project.   

 Assisting the project manager in the resolution of problems.   

 Receiving and reviewing detailed reports on the project from the project manager.   

 Ensuring the project manager receives departmental decisions on time.   

 Establishing, with the project manager, a common approach to major issues that 

arise.   

 Establishing a mechanism to ensure regular dialogue with contractors to promote 

problem solving, teamworking and risk sharing. 
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 Making sure the project manager and the team have the skills necessary to manage 

the project.   

 Providing guidance for key business strategies.   

 Understanding the project's complexity.   

 Empowering the project manager.   

 Championing the project and the team.   

 Formally managing the project's scope.   

 Approving plans, schedules and budgets.   

 Ensuring sustained buy-in.   

 Clearing roadblocks.   

 Ensuring timely availability of resources.   

 Reviewing the project's progress.   

 Ensuring that project benefits are realised. 

 Providing overall strategic direction (note that detailed decisions may be made by 

the intranet team or a steering committee).   

 Ensuring the intranet is adopted and used by staff.   

 Promoting the intranet throughout the organisation.   

 Acting as the source for key internal communications regarding the intranet.   

 Raising awareness of the intranet at senior management level.   

 Ensuring the intranet is managed as a strategic corporate asset.   

 Resolving differences and conflicts between intranet stakeholders.   



42 

 Giving sufficient mandate (and power) to the team to enforce key decisions.   

 Obtaining sufficient funding.   

Project business value maximisation is when the project/programme, at a strategic 

level, achieves maximum business value by achieving all-round stakeholder 

satisfaction, expected value delivery, strategic goal or strategic objective delivered, 

achieves its return on investment and continues to deliver maximum business value 

long after the completion of the project.  This is the key role of the project sponsor.  

3.7.4 Project sponsor responsibilities within the project phases 

According to Englund (2006), the project sponsor responsibilities within the project 

phases are the following: 

 Start-up: 

o Ensure the appointment of the project manager.   

o Define and initiate –and even sell – the project, ensuring the preparation of 

the project brief and its approval by executive/customer. 

 Appoint the project team. 

 Initiation: 

o Oversee the development of a viable business case to ensure that the aims 

of the planned change continue to be aligned with the business.   

o Agree on the business case, gaining approval and acquiring funds, securing 

the investment in the project.   

o Ensure preparation of the project initiation document (project charter). 
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o Ensure that a tolerance is set for the project in the project brief and project 

initiation document.   

o Ensure that there is a coherent project organisation and logical set of plans.   

o Establish formal reporting arrangements on project progress, including 

communication processes and plans with IS programme, stakeholders and 

other interested parties.   

 Project control: 

o Provide leadership and strategic direction to the project manager and project 

team.   

o Define criteria for control and management of the project in accordance with 

IS programme guidelines.   

o Ensure that project-level risks are determined and managed.   

o Approve the budget, decide on tolerances and ensure their approval. 

o Ensure that the project budget is managed.   

o Check and approve project plans.   

o Ensure that changes to the project are controlled, and determine sign-off 

levels for significant change.   

o Establish, with the project manager, a common approach to major issues 

that arise, in line with IS programme procedures.   

o Monitor and control the progress of the business change at a strategic level 

(it is the project manager’s responsibility at an operational level).   

o Ensure the communication processes are effective.   

o Establish a mechanism to ensure regular dialogue with any contractors to 

promote problem solving, team working and risk sharing.   



44 

o Recommend future action on the project to the executive or programme 

manager if the project tolerance is exceeded.   

o Assist the project manager in the resolution of problems.   

o Authorise, with the executive, the progression to the next stage of the project, 

as agreed with the project manager (or recommend termination or 

suspension of the project).   

o Ensure resolution of issues escalated by the project manager or the 

executive.   

o Ensure availability of essential project resources.   

 Project closure: 

o Confirm project closure, ensuring everything has been done – or if there are 

follow-on actions - that these are clearly owned.   

o Confirmation of user acceptance.   

o Approve the project closure documentation (e.g. end project report).   

o Formally close the project to verify that the aims and objectives have been 

met and that lessons learned are documented and disseminated.   

o Ensure that the post-project review takes place.  The sponsor is responsible 

for commissioning these reviews and ensuring that the relevant personnel 

are consulted and involved in the review process.   

o Send the project closure notification to IS programme management.   

Numerous surveys across a diverse range of IS projects have identified that the lack 

of support from senior management (project sponsorship) is one of the biggest causes 

of project failure.   
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3.8. PROJECT FAILURE AND THE PROJECT SPONSOR 

If the project sponsor is supposed to be fulfilling their role as above, and is not fulfilling 

their role, then much of the project failure can possibly be attributed to the project 

sponsor, as the project sponsor is pivotal internally and externally to the project, is a 

conduit, and provides control between the external and internal environments of the 

project. 

There are three main project failure areas which result in a project not achieving 

maximum business value: 

 The pre-project or input process, including strategic objective, strategic goals, 

programmes, assigning of the sponsor, business case, business analysis, creation 

of the project, and assigning the project manager – Where any of these areas or 

deliverables are weak, the project is already in jeopardy of failure before it even 

starts.  The organisational structure has a major influence on project success or 

failure at this point. 

 The project which is delivered to time, cost and scope – If the project input process 

is not correct, the project can be delivered to time, cost and scope, and still be a 

failure. 

 Feedback process – When there is any change to the pre-project process, this has 

an effect on the project, and adjustment needs to occur.  Often a project is delivered 

to time, cost and scope, but is still a failure, due to a change in strategy or 

organisational structure, and the change has not been processed into the project; 

thus, maximum business value has not been achieved.  This cause of project failure 

is often labelled by the symptom, “project failed, customer not satisfied”. 

The project sponsor plays a key role in all three of these main project failure areas, 

especially if the organisational structure is weak or evolving.  The project manager’s 

responsibility is to deliver the project to time, cost and scope.  The project sponsor’s 
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responsibility is to ensure the project delivers maximum business value.  As discussed, 

the project sponsor has a core role – and a number other key areas that are not core 

to their role but are critical and have to be fulfilled to achieve maximum business value. 

The project sponsor/project director provides the interface between project ownership 

and delivery.  The project sponsor/project director is the client-side representative who 

acts as a single focal point of contact with the project manager for the day-to-day 

management of the interests of the client organisation.  The project sponsor is 

responsible for ongoing management on behalf of the project owner, to ensure that 

the desired project objectives are delivered.  The person in this role must have 

adequate knowledge and information about the business and the project, to be able 

to make informed decisions.  This person may be known as the project sponsor – or 

sometimes referred to as the project director.   

For smaller/straightforward projects, the roles of project sponsor/project director and 

project manager may be combined, subject to the proviso that the person taking on 

the combined responsibilities possesses the required competencies, expertise and 

experience, and has the available time and resources.  Where roles are combined, it 

is essential that delegation and responsibilities are clearly understood and do not 

overlap with other roles.  This role description assumes that the roles of project 

sponsor/project director and project manager are separate. 

As stated by Love and Brant-Love (1994), project teams often fail because they do not 

have adequate management involvement, guidance and support.  A project sponsor 

can fill this void, especially on important cross-functional projects.   

3.9. WHAT MAKES A GOOD PROJECT SPONSOR 

Having a good, active project sponsor is one of the ways one can ward off project 

failure.  So, if one is in the fortunate situation of being able to choose who to have as 

http://www.pm4girls.elizabeth-harrin.com/?p=285


47 

one’s project sponsor, one needs to look for someone who will do a good job, and 

what sort of person would that be? 

A sponsor is the project’s figurehead – someone who represents the project team at 

board meetings, who looks out for the project’s interests, who can provide strategic 

direction and, most importantly, wants whatever it is the project is going to achieve.  

Every project should have a sponsor.  Ideally, they should be someone who is going 

to have to live with the results of the project long after the project manager has moved 

on.  A sponsor who is not involved in the delivery will find it hard to be motivated by 

the project, and may be unable to make decisions about something that is outside their 

sphere of influence. 

Obeng (2003) defines a good project sponsor as one who: 

 Invented the idea and really wants to do it. 

 Controls the money. 

 Wants the end product or will end up living with it.   

 Can provide effective, high-level representation, and smooth out the political battles 

before one gets to them. 

 “Owns” the resources. 

 Acts as an effective sounding board/mentor. 

The last point here is particularly relevant, and often missing.  Sponsors who are 

unavailable to their project manager cause problems because this delays decision 

making.  On a practical level, the “absentee sponsor” will not be able to provide the 

strategic vision and answers that the project team need to do their jobs.  On a people 

management level, projects with poor sponsors suffer from low morale and all the 

relative impacts this has on their work.  After all, if the sponsor isn’t interested in what 

they are doing, why are they bothering? 



48 

Obeng (2003) states that good sponsors understand what their role on the project 

team needs to be.  They won’t turn up at every meeting, but they’ll occasionally send 

out a thank-you email to everyone.  They will be available when the project manager 

needs to escalate the information, and they will also pass down information that is 

relevant to the project. 

Generally, the more experienced the sponsor, the easier this relationship will be for 

the project manager, although anyone can be a good sponsor if they have enough 

authority and work alongside the team, asking, “What do you need from me?”  Having 

a project manager brave enough to answer that question, helps things along too. 

Gopal (2008) states that, "Sponsorship is not a spectator sport.  A good IS project 

sponsor commits political capital as well as resources and personal time”.  Kapur 

(2004) adds that, “The sponsor should be able to make 80% of all decisions without 

approval from higher-ups.”  

The project sponsor champions executive approval for the project, and also provides 

official backing, support for obtaining timely resources, and strategic direction.  Thus, 

the sponsor acts as the focal point for project decisions beyond the project manager's 

scope of authority. 

The project sponsor/owner provides the interface between project ownership and 

delivery.  The project sponsor is the client-side representative who acts as a single 

focal point of contact with the project manager for the day-to-day management of the 

interests of the client organisation.  The project sponsor is also responsible for ongoing 

management, on behalf of the project owner, to ensure that the desired project 

objectives are delivered.  The person in this role must have adequate knowledge and 

information about the business and the project, to be able to make informed decisions.    

For smaller, more straightforward projects, the roles of a project sponsor and project 

manager may be combined, subject to the proviso that the person taking on the 

combined responsibilities possesses the required competencies, expertise and 
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experience, and has the available time and resources.  Where roles are combined, it 

is essential that delegations and responsibilities are clearly understood and do not 

overlap with other roles.  This role description assumes that the roles of project 

sponsor/project director and project manager are separate, but this often leads to 

increased project risk and failure. 

The project sponsor is a critical factor in the successful implementation of a project.  

The effectiveness of the sponsor is the single best predictor of project success or 

failure.  Furthermore, the project sponsor is the person who has the vision and is in a 

position to drive the project in directions that will benefit the company most.   

One of the key elements of the project management framework is that the project 

sponsor is responsible for the realisation of project benefits, so it is important that they 

have a universally wide perspective and are enthusiastic about the benefits that can 

be achieved.  The project sponsor is the key stakeholder representative for the project, 

and provides the necessary 'business' support for the project manager.   

In effect, the project sponsor should be considered as the executive project manager, 

in the sense that they make all the high-level management decisions for the project.  

The project sponsor's primary responsibility is the achievement of the project 

objectives and benefits to the organisation.  This involves the assessment and 

monitoring of project benefits on an ongoing basis, as well as working closely with the 

members of the project steering committee and other key stakeholders.   

The project sponsor has the authority to change the direction of the project, or even 

stop it, should circumstances change in which the identified benefits are reduced or 

no longer achievable. 

The project sponsor should be a senior manager having the financial and 

organisational power to act quickly and decisively in the overall governance of the 

project.  It is an active, hands-on role, requiring a supportive working relationship with 

the project manager, and effective communication with major stakeholders.  The 

project sponsor should have a broad knowledge of the company, including experience 

and expertise in the functional areas addressed by the project.   
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The role of the project sponsor is critical in ensuring the success of IS projects.  The 

effectiveness of the role is the single best predictor of project success or failure.  An 

inappropriate choice of project sponsor can seriously impact the possibility of success 

of the overall project.  In fact, a project without the appropriate degree of executive 

sponsorship will fail.   

3.10. MASTERING CHANGE THROUGH ACTIVE PROJECT 

SPONSORSHIP 

Without clear, strong sponsorship, a project will not have the means to gain support in 

the business, overcome people's tendency to resist change, or secure the necessary 

resources. 

Possibly one of the most difficult positions to get right, is the sponsor’s ability to find 

the right balance between over-interference and abandonment.  Project sponsors 

should know how to fulfil their role, effectively partnering with their project manager 

throughout the journey of the project and keeping a project on track to achieve its goals 

and benefits. 

3.11. CHANGING OR REMOVING THE PROJECT SPONSOR 

A dysfunctional executive sponsor could pull one’s project down.  Removing or 

changing the project sponsor could be very challenging and career limiting, and can 

even cause the project to fail.  So, one has to make various choices of either bypassing 

the project sponsor, educating the project sponsor, removing or changing the project 

sponsor, or allowing the project to possibly fail. 

The $9 million project was behind schedule because the executive sponsor was 

incompetent.  "He was a very nice guy," recalls the project manager, Virginia Robbins, 

who is now director of IS at a different company namely, Chela Financial Cos, in San 

Francisco, "but he got caught up in details" (as cited by Melymuka, 2006).   
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Robbins talked to the sponsor's boss about her problems with the sponsor's 

performance, but the boss asked her to continue muddling through.  As weeks passed, 

she became increasingly worried.  Finally, she asked the sponsor's boss to meet her 

for lunch and helped him understand that the sponsor's failure would soon be his 

failure.  "I pulled out our plan, showed him our progress to date and explained why we 

would be six months late," she recalls.  Soon after, the sponsor was replaced (as cited 

by Melymuka, 2006).   

The project sponsor is the executive or manager with the fiscal authority, political clout 

and personal commitment to see a project through.  An effective executive sponsor 

can remove barriers and get key support for an IS project.  Some sponsors, however, 

whether from flagging interest, overwork or unsuitability for the job, turn out to be so 

dysfunctional or underperforming that they drag the project down.  Kapur (2006) 

states, "We've seen sponsors ditching projects, or they do a slow withdrawal from the 

project … they don't meet with the project managers or do what they need to do". 

3.12. STRATEGIES FOR GETTING A BAD PROJECT SPONSOR 

OUT OF THE WAY 

3.12.1 Plan ahead 

Love and Brant-Love (2000) state, “Work upfront to be sure you get a great sponsor 

from the beginning, it's easier to influence the choice than to have to fix it later". 

3.12.2 Sign a project prenuptial contract 

Kapur (2004) suggests that when the project charter is signed, meet privately with the 

sponsor and hammer out the procedure to be followed, in case of inadequate 

performance.  Follow it up in writing.  Later, if things go wrong and one begins to talk 

to others about the sponsor's performance, "[y]ou're not going behind the sponsor's 

back," he states, "[y]ou're just following the process agreed upon in the first place”.  
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3.12.3 Give him/her an easy out 

Sue Young, CEO of ANDA Consulting in Williston suggests, “State in the sponsorship 

agreement that if the sponsor can't fulfil his obligations, he will pass the role to a new 

sponsor, and suggests that gives him a graceful exit and the option to ‘fire the project’ 

before you fire him” (as cited by Betts, 2003). 

3.12.4 Complete a reality check 

Be sure that replacing the sponsor will solve the problem, state Love and Brant-Love 

(2000).  Kapur (2006) states, "Sponsorship is not a spectator sport", and adds that a 

good IS project sponsor commits political capital as well as resources and personal 

time.  The sponsor should be able to make 80% of all decisions without approval from 

higher up.   

3.13. CONCLUSION 

This chapter continued the literature review with in-depth information on the 

importance of the project sponsor within the organisational structure to achieve 

maximum business value on projects/programmes. 

The roles, responsibilities and core activities of the project sponsor were discussed, 

as well as information on appointing the correct project sponsor and how to change 

the project sponsor if necessary.  The role of the project sponsor is critical in ensuring 

the success of IS projects.  The effectiveness of the role is the single best predictor of 

project success or failure.   

The following chapter discusses the present position of IS organisations and why they 

have such a high rate of project failure. 
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CHAPTER 4. THE CURRENT SITUATION OF 

INFORMATION SYSTEMS IN THE BUSINESS 

ARENA 

4.1. IS: THE ENABLER OF BUSINESS 

The rate of change in the business arena is rapidly increasing, according to Schneider 

(2002).  Companies compete more than ever before to reach and maintain a 

competitive advantage in their respective markets.  They seek to implement the most 

appropriate organisational structures, develop innovative products, services and 

knowledge-enabled processes, in order for them to compete effectively (Hitech 

Dimensions, 2002).   

The traditional view is that IS is a supporting infrastructure used to support the various 

business functions within these companies.  This traditional infrastructure would 

typically comprise systems such as accounting systems, inventory systems and client 

resource management systems, where each one of these systems would support its 

specific business function.   

This view is, however, changing.  IS is fast becoming an enabler of business functions, 

meaning that companies that want to survive in the current and future business 

environment have few other options than to make use of some kind of IS process to 

enable their business to compete effectively against others.  New opportunities, 

markets and distribution channels that were previously not possible, are being created, 

due to the introduction of IS processes and products.  For example, banks are forced 

to introduce new products by making use of IS solutions in the form of Internet banking.  

Products based on SMS technology alone represent a whole new product, enabled by 

IS.   
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Traditional shops and even supermarkets are also rapidly joining the online shopping 

arena in the world of e-commerce and cashless transactions.  Any person with Internet 

access can book airline tickets and pay for them without interacting with a single 

person.  Retail chains can act as pension payout points, and thus reduce their cash 

holdings and cash transport costs.  Another example is that of retailers selling cell 

phone airtime, using their current infrastructure, thus saving on costs and increasing 

their profit margin.  This introduction of IS is enabling the business world to create new 

products.   

4.2. ACCEPTANCE OF LOW PERFORMANCE 

It has been said that up to now, IS solution providers and vendors have not been 

penalised for selling inferior products and services.  They have relied on the market to 

understand and forgive them until they finally provided acceptable solutions.  The 

situation is further worsened, due to the fact that IS providers are still failing to 

acknowledge their problems, and failing to take responsibility for failed IS solutions 

(Standish Group International, 1999).  Widespread acceptance of low performance 

would be unacceptable in any other industry (McKague, 1998a). 

The reason for this acceptance of low performance is that IS is still a relatively new 

function in the business world, when compared to the established principles and 

processes of the accounting, manufacturing and marketing functions.  Not all 

organisations and people are able to comprehend IS processes, or have the maturity 

and experience needed to contribute to the successful delivery of IS-related projects.  

Consequently, companies providing IS solutions will soon have to face the same 

penalties and consequences of non-performance, as is the case with other business 

functions and industries.   

The time has therefore come for the IS industry to start taking responsibility for the 

high IS project failure rate, by starting to understand why IS projects fail and how to 

prevent them from failing.   
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There is evidence to suggest that fewer projects would be ending in disaster if better 

project management and reductions in project size were implemented (Whiting, 1998).  

The reasons for IS project failure will now be identified in order for them to be 

understood and managed.  The next section lists relevant reasons for IS project failure 

being encountered.   

4.3. IS PROJECT FAILURE 

IS as a business-enabling technology, does not come without costs.  History has 

proven that the introduction of IS solutions to the business environment is not as 

straightforward and simple as it might seem.  There are many risks and potential 

failures associated with new IS projects.  Internationally, one out of four projects were 

ultimately successful in 1998, with the rest being delivered late, over budget, or not at 

all (IT Cortex, 2010).  According to McKague (1998b), companies wasted US $240 

million on failed IS projects during 1998, and half of major IS projects surpassed their 

budgets during the same year.  It was proved to CEOs that only 30% of spending in 

IS resulted in a measured contribution to the bottom line at the time (McKague, 1998b).    

The reality today, however, is that IS projects continue to fail.  This is even more 

obvious in South Africa, where many overseas IS companies are supplying to various 

projects such as Gautrain and Soccer 2010, to reduce the risk of project failure, by 

using South African companies (as at 2009).  In another article on the same topic, and 

from research based on the Chaos Report, a conclusion was reached that two thirds 

of all IS projects are still challenged or fail completely (Standish Group, 1999).   

The picture regarding successful IS projects has not significantly improved, according 

to IT Cortex (2010).  The Robbins-Gioia Survey in 2001 noted 51% of US respondents 

viewed there IS implementations as unsuccessful, and The KPMG survey in 1997 

revealed that 61% of Canadian companies reported IT project failures (as cited by IT 

Cortex, 2010)..   
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Based on a survey of major companies on four continents, the average losses suffered 

from failed IS projects still runs into millions of dollars per project (Mateyasuk, 1999).  

Reality has proved that getting projects done on time and in budget is a critical skill 

(Mateyasuk, 1999).   

Projects go over their budgets, and software does not work the way it was intended to 

(IT Cortex, 2010).  Businesses want solutions, not technology (Standish Group 

International, 1999).  IS projects are dynamic, and tend to have volatile requirements 

which cause the project scope to change frequently.  The implication of this is that IS 

projects are difficult to manage and control (Murray, 2001).  It is eminent that 

organisations that manage and embrace change will defeat their competitors 

(Schneider, 2002).  This means that companies who are able to change and 

implement their IS solutions on time and within budget, and solve their actual problems 

by doing so, will be in a better position to gain the competitive edge than their 

competitors.   

Therefore, the role of technology is to support and enable the key strategic priorities 

of companies.  Companies want to use technology, not pioneer it, since it is too risky 

and expensive (Furton, 2003). 

IS project failure has become a sad reality, in stark contrast to the naïve optimism that 

IS projects will only fail as an exception.  It is clear that the general perception of IS 

projects seems rather grim.  IS solutions seem to fail more often, after they have been 

implemented successfully.  The problem can only be addressed, once the reasons for 

its existence have been understood.   

Although there seems to be little agreement as to the precise reason for failure 

(McKague, 1998a), properly following the practices as listed in this study could 

increase the chances of project success (Hitech Dimensions, 2002).   
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The IS industry could be perceived as being relatively young, when compared with 

most other industries.  These other, more mature industries’ operational disciplines, 

standards and procedures have been formulated over many years, in contrast with 

those of the IS industry.  This means that the IS industry does not yet have a clear set 

of rules and definitions with regard to project failure, as do these other industries.  The 

concept of IS project failure has only in more recent years become an area of study 

within the IS environment.  Literature on this topic has therefore only in recent years 

started to address and report on the problem of IS project failure.   

In order to clearly identify the reasons for IS project failure, a clear definition of the 

term “IS project failure” is essential.  This definition is necessary, to serve as a 

benchmark in order to measure the level of success of an IS project.  The reality is 

that a rigid definition of the term “IS project failure” has not yet been found during the 

literature study.   

4.3.1 Symptoms of IS project failure 

Listed below are symptoms of IS project failure: 

 Scope was incorrect.  (Why was the scope incorrect?) 

 Risks were too many and/or too high.  (Why were there too many risks?) 

 Not enough resources were allocated.  (Why were there not enough resources?) 

 Time – the deadline was missed (not enough time, or stipulated timelines missed – 

why?) 

 Costs were exceeded.  (Why?) 

 Not aligned to strategy, or weak strategy creation and implementation.  (Why?) 

 Politics.  (Why?) 



58 

 Ethics and corruption.  (Why?) 

 Staff not wanting to do the project.  (Why?)  

 Lack of leadership and managerial skills.  (Why?) 

 Incorrect or weak organisational structure.  (Why?) 

 The organisational value chain or delivery structure does not deliver efficiently and 

effectively, or adapts too slowly to change.  (Why?) 

 Organisation adapts too slowly to change (external market movement).  (Why?) 

 The customer’s needs changed, or strategy changed, or their target market 

changed.  (Why?) 

4.4. GROUP CHAOS REPORT 

Research by the Standish Group (1995) indicates that only 16.1% of all IS projects are 

completed on time and within budget.  Translation: 83.9% of projects fail either to some 

extent or completely.  This leads to several questions.  Regardless of measurement 

semantics, why do projects fail?  Is there one cause or are there many causes?  If the 

overall failure rate is going to remain high, then how can one become the exception to 

this rule of failure, and achieve a much higher success rate for one’s projects?  

The Standish Group CHAOS Report not only published failure and success rates, but 

also pointed to indicators for success and failure.  Their original report was done in 

1994, and published as the CHAOS Report in 1995 (Standish Group, 1995).   

The Standish Group studied 365 companies, with a total of 8,380 Information System 

applications under development (Standish Group, 1995).  .   
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4.4.1 Findings regarding project failure 

The resultant report divides projects into three distinct outcomes – which they called 

Resolutions.   

Resolution Type 1 is a “Project Success” – it is completed on time and budget, with 

all features and functions as specified.  Only 16.2% of projects fell in this category.    

Resolution Type 2 is “Project Challenged” – these were completed, but were over 

cost, over time, and/or lacking all of the features and functions that were originally 

specified.  Notably, 52.7% of all studied projects fell into this Resolution Type 2 

(Challenged) category.    

Resolution Type 3 is termed “Project Impaired/Failed” – these projects were 

abandoned or cancelled at some point, and thus became total losses.  A disturbing 

31.1% of all projects studied fell into this category.    

For the purposes of this dissertation, the above three Standish Group measures of 

project outcome will be used.  A successful project must be on time, on budget, and 

deliver quality (features and functions) as promised.  Anything less will be either a 

failed project or a challenged project.    

The disturbing conclusion from the Standish Report (1995) is that only 16.2% of 

projects were successful by all measures, and that of the 70% of projects that were 

not successful, over 52% were partial failures and 31% were complete failures.  This 

should certainly give project managers both food for thought and motivation to action.   

4.4.2 Findings regarding successful and failed projects 

What are the significant differentiators found between successful and failed projects?   
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The 1995 Standish CHAOS Report states that the top five factors found in successful 

projects are: 

 User involvement. 

 Executive management support (project sponsor). 

 Clear statement of requirements. 

 Proper planning. 

 Realistic expectations. 

These are the top five factors of the ten listed in the report.  The report concludes that 

these were the elements which were most often pointed to as major contributors to 

project success.   Will these elements alone guarantee success?  No.  But if these are 

done well, a project, according to the Standish Group (1995), will have a much higher 

probability of success.  

4.4.2.1 Challenged projects 

The next category of differentiators from the Standish Report (1995) deals with 

projects that proved to be “Challenged” – that is, they were completed, but were over 

budget, over time, or did not contain all the functions and features originally required. 

The top five indicators found in “Challenged” projects are as follows: 

 Lack of user input. 

 Incomplete requirements and specifications. 

 Changing requirements and specifications. 

 Lack of executive support (project sponsor). 
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 Technical incompetence. 

4.4.2.2 Failed projects 

The top factors found in “Failed” projects are as follows: 

 Incomplete requirements. 

 Lack of user involvement. 

 Lack of resources. 

 Unrealistic expectations. 

 Lack of executive support (project sponsor). 

 Changing requirements & specifications. 

 Lack of planning. 

 Didn’t need it any longer. 

 Lack of it management. 

 Technical illiteracy. 

It is to be noted that in the above three project outcomes, lack of executive support 

(project sponsor) is always listed in the top five factors.    

4.5. REASONS FOR IS PROJECT FAILURE 

To date, the researcher has never seen the true causes of project failure in the IS 

project closure document/lessons learned or the project failure report.  However, 

below is a list of excuses given for failed projects. 
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4.5.1 Excuses given for failed IS projects 

 The strategy was incorrect. 

 The executive wanted this project, in order to win a political battle. 

 The market direction and growth were incorrectly predicted. 

 The executive who was the sponsor actually did not care about the project. 

 Resources were withdrawn from the project by a manager, to make the project fail 

and to put another manager in the spotlight. 

 Many of the project staff assigned were totally unskilled and inappropriate. 

 No KPI management of the project and project staff, and consequences thereof 

applied. 

 There are no consequences for project failure, so staff do not worry about project 

failure in the organisation. 

The researcher has heard more comical reasons when interviewing staff on project 

failure: 

 “An executive has been reading airplane magazines again” – meaning that an 

executive sees some new technology or fancy new methodology or system that is 

now the ‘in’ word and fashion, and the company must have it implemented.  The 

project was doomed before it started. 

 “The business case is unsigned” – i.e. the project sponsor did not create the 

business case or even read it. 

 “We are building go-carts again” – i.e. being told by management to do an easy, 

quick project that will only take a week, does not need any analysis and paperwork, 
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and must just be implemented quickly.  Suddenly, it is a month later, triple the 

resources, and when implemented, it causes a whole lot of other systems to crash. 

 “It’s part of strategy” – due to the project not making logical or business sense, the 

project manager asks: “Why are we doing this project?” and is told, “It’s part of 

strategy”, yet it is nowhere to be found in any strategy document. 

All of the above are not the core cause, and still need to be further analysed with the 

question “Why?” – i.e. “the business cases are unsigned” actually means that the 

project sponsors do not want to be held accountable for the projects.  Executives need 

to agree that project sponsors’ bonuses will be affected by the project they sponsor, 

and that no project will start unless the business case has been assigned a project 

sponsor, and been signed by the project sponsor.   

4.5.2 True causes of IS project failure 

This section deals with the reasons which cause IS project failure that originate from 

and between the internal project and external project environments.   

4.5.2.1 Failure in communication 

Covey, in his book “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People” (1992:237), states 

that, 

“Communication is the most important skill in life.  We have spent years learning how 

to read and write and many more on how to learn to speak.  But communication is also 

about listening.  Comparatively, few people have had training in listening.  This causes 

problems in the IS project environment.” 

In the IS project environment, decisions are primarily based on this communicated 

information.  If the quality of the communicated information is poor, or if the 
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communication does not happen at all, inaccurate decisions regarding the project will 

be made.  This failure in communication is by far one of the most commonly listed 

reasons for IS project failure.   

According to the Gartner Institute, part of the research firm Gartner Group Inc., “[a] 

lack of understanding and communication causes the majority of IS project failures” 

(as cited by Mateyasuk, 1999).  Coleman (1997) also lists poor communication 

between team members as one of the reasons why IS projects fail.  Another article in 

Computer Weekly states that poor communication results in wasted time and effort 

due to programmers coding the wrong things (Cushing, 2002), and that business and 

IS are not communicating effectively.   

IS staff are afraid to ask questions if they do not understand a problem, and will rather 

assume the correct solution.  Difficulties occur because people managing the project 

do not fully understand the business they are in.  The biggest problem is thus internal 

communication.  Inappropriate external communication with suppliers also contributes 

to a failure in communications (IT Cortex, 2010).  Research conducted by Computer 

Weekly (2002), involving 900 senior IS professionals, found that good communication, 

inter alia, is crucial to IS project success.   

The failure in the IS project manager’s communication skills was found to be one of 

the project killers.  Communication skills were found to be more important than 

technical knowledge or experience (Schneider, 2002).  Smith and Keil (2003) report 

that losses are sometimes increased by the reluctance of organisational members to 

transmit negative information concerning a project and its status.   

This often implies that evidence of a wrong course of action in the lower ranks of the 

organisation fails to be communicated up the organisational hierarchy.  This 

information could become distorted or not reach the project decision makers at all, 

thus eventually leading to an IS project’s failure. 
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4.5.2.2 Culture of the organisation 

Often, the project manager or project sponsor does not fit in with the culture of the 

organisation.  This is often overlooked, and can lead to project failure. 

4.5.2.3 Ethics and corruption 

Many projects fail in South Africa, due to ethics and corruption – especially in 

Government.  This often occurs with the question, “What’s in it for me?”.  If there is 

nothing “in it” for certain stakeholders, the project also will very likely fail.  Lack of 

ethics, and corruption, push up the costs of the project and increase the risk of failure.  

Often, the supplier or contractor of choice is the one who supplies the most “What’s in 

it for me?”, and is not the best supplier or contractor to accomplish the work.  Their 

prices are also often higher than those of other suppliers or contractors, to compensate 

for the “What’s in it for me?” 

4.5.2.4 Inappropriate staffing 

Quite often, good programmers or technical staff are promoted to the function of 

project manager.  This is not always a good idea, since technical issues and managing 

are two totally different skills.  Another problem is that of appointing a project manager 

with experience on a small project team onto a project consisting of a large project 

team.  A large project team needs a much more rigid communication structure than a 

small project team, and usually involves managing managers.  It is recommended to 

appoint the right people on the project in order to ensure success right from the start.   

4.5.2.5 Poor estimating 

One of the most common mistakes made by project managers concerning estimation 

is the fact that they base their project estimates on their ability level and not on their 

historical performance.  They estimate the team’s performance level based on their 
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own, more experienced, performance level – or the opposite occurs, both of which 

lead to unrealistic estimates and disastrous results. 

4.5.2.6 Lack of business case/project charter 

Often, there is either a weak project charter or no project charter at all.  People feel it 

is only important at the beginning of the project.  A good idea is to read it at least once 

a week.  Often project charters are only used in bureaucratic organisations. 

A business case/project charter should consist of: 

 An executive summary which explains the project. 

 Why the project should happen: 

 Is the project making money or saving money? 

 What is the problem or opportunity and how is this project going to be the solution? 

 How does this project tie into the organisation’s strategy? 

 The scope of the project, including critical success factors and deliverables. 

 The management approach to be followed. 

 The technical approach. 

 The quality approach. 

 The roles and responsibilities of IS & business personnel. 

 The project plan. 

 The budget and staffing plan. 

 The risks. 
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 The project must be SMART, i.e. Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time 

 The project must have an RACI of all major and minor stakeholders who have been 

identified as Responsible, accountable, consulted, informed. 

4.5.2.7 Other reasons 

The following are a few common, self-explanatory reasons for general project failure: 

 Lack of an official/initial project meeting: It happens more often than not that 

development on a project starts (kicks off) without a formal start date and/or meeting 

and presentation to all stakeholders involved.  The advantage of a formal inception 

of a project is that everybody involved knows that the time has come to live up to 

their commitments. 

 Taking on state-of-the-art projects: Ironically, in a world where IS project failure is 

rampant and it is difficult enough to deliver IS projects with success, these projects 

are still taken on.  The reasons for this are: 

 Politics: Unrealistic promises made by marketing, senior managers and naïve 

project managers. 

 Optimism of youth: “We can do it over the weekend”. 

 Intense competition caused by globalisation of markets. 

 Intense competition caused by new technologies. 

 Intense pressure caused by unexpected government regulations, e.g.  a change in 

the tax structure or a change in national currency. 

 Unexpected and unplanned crises, e.g. a hardware vendor going bankrupt or the 

three best programmers leaving the company (Smith, Becker, Burns-Howell, 

Kyriakides, 2002). 
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As discussed, there are many reasons for project failure.  The percentage of these 

failures that can be attributed to the sponsor have not yet been determined, but, within 

reason, a large percentage can be attributed to the project sponsor.  If we assume that 

50% of IS projects fail, then one takes the assumption that the organisation is 

responsible and is the cause of the 50% failure rate.   

Within the organisation, blame then needs to be assigned to individuals.  Over the 

years, this has been passed on to the project manager.  With the evolution of their role 

through such organisations as the Project Management Institute (PMI), they are 

fulfilling their roles and can say, “I did my job perfectly as per my training and job 

description”.   

So where does the blame then get assigned, given that a perfect organisation (as 

discussed in Chapter 1) would not need a project sponsor as there is the correct 

delivery structure, methodologies, roles and so forth?  However, these organisations 

are very few and far between, and one also has to question a company that does not 

normally do projects, and is, for example, purely operational, and manufacturing, 

smaller- or medium-sized companies.   

Thus, the role of the project sponsor starts to exist and actually grows to the point that 

this is a very specific role where they are held accountable for the project and thus 

have become a major contributor to the success or failure of a project.   

4.6. CONCLUSION  

From these reasons it should be clear that these projects are undertaken with good 

intentions of achieving success.  However, it is important to distinguish between 

incredibly difficult projects and projects fundamentally impossible to do.   

Projects that are fundamentally impossible to complete generally have two 

characteristics.  Firstly, the system is poorly understood, and secondly, extremely 
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complex.  In many instances, it is easier to predict project failure than project success.  

The reason for this is that it is easier to know beforehand that a project is going to fail, 

due to the known circumstances at the time.  Knowing that the project will be 

successfully delivered is thus influenced by unknown circumstances later on.   

It is suggested that IS project success is determined at an early stage, and depends 

on the creation of the right environment to maximise the impact of new technology, 

with emphasis on the environment and not on the technology itself.  If the project’s 

decision makers are informed of the project’s challenges and weaknesses before the 

project starts, appropriate action and management of these factors would influence 

the chances of project success positively.   

The most significant and relevant reasons for IS project failures are listed in this 

document.  These reasons span from the internal project environment through to the 

external project environment.  Aligning these reasons with the environment of any 

anticipated IS project, will establish a base from which a successful IS project could 

be initiated.  In many instances, fundamental problems in the company environment 

will influence the success of an IS project substantially, even before the IS project has 

started.   

The study of the phenomenon of IS project failure should be continued into the future 

until such time that the level of success of IS projects can be compared to that of other 

industries.   

Based on the findings discussed in this document, the unacceptable, high rate of 

failure of IS projects could be reduced, if the participants in the IS arena could be made 

aware of and understand the reasons for IS project failure as listed in this document.   

The project sponsor represents the customer or internal organisation and is 

accountable for the project delivering the maximum business value and achieving the 

strategic goal optimally.  Project sponsors need to be aware of their role, need to 
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perform their role correctly, and need to be trained, coached and educated to fulfil the 

project sponsor role correctly. 

A critical aspect in ensuring maximum business value is delivered through the project 

by the project sponsor, is that a project sponsor needs to understand the maturity of 

the organisational structure and the various project roles, and to adapt their role and 

responsibilities accordingly.  If the project sponsor is a sponsor on a number of projects 

and the organisational structure does not yet have programme managers and a chief 

programme manager, the project sponsor then has to fulfil these roles as and when 

necessary, to ensure that maximum business value is delivered by the projects.   

This problem does not exist, or is minimal, if there is BS programme management 

running optimally in a company with a chief programme officer, programme managers, 

senior project managers, project managers and project teams, all having the correct 

technical expertise and the correct systems, methodologies and processes.  If a 

project approval board and reporting process are all implemented and working 

optimally, there would be no use for project sponsors on projects.  This is the ideal 

situation which most often does not exist; hence, the project sponsor exists to fill the 

gaps where applicable. 

The aim of the research was to analyse the literature on the role of the project sponsor 

and possibly determine their role, and what effect project sponsors have on project 

success or failure.  The reason a project sponsor’s role had become far more than it 

should be in many circumstances was due to the lack of, or weaknesses in, the 

organisational structure.   

This structure included the organisational organogram, strategy creation and delivery, 

maturity of all job roles and descriptions, efficiency and the correct levels of all 

processes, procedures and methodologies, maturity of systems, and the existence of 

high-performance teams.  The greater the lack of organisational structure, the greater 

the role of the project sponsor.  The project sponsor thus became a “Jack of all trades”.  
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Over the long term, as the organisational structure matured, the role of the project 

sponsor diminished.  Their role was thus dynamic, and changed according to the 

company structure. 

In the following chapter details the research methodology to assess what the current 

core role of the project sponsor is in the IS development company. 
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CHAPTER 5. THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

5.1. RESTATEMENT OF RESEARCH AIM 

The aim of this dissertation was to research the relationship between the performance 

(and role) of the project sponsor, the organisation’s structure at that time, and the 

effect on project success.  Specifically, the aims were the following: 

 Find solutions to what causes projects to fail due to the project sponsor.   

 Make sure that any project which suffers due to the project sponsor, will benefit 

from this research. 

 Formalise this research, so as to decrease project failure in the industry – which 

could have huge cost-saving implications. 

 Educate project sponsors in their role and responsibilities, based on the team and 

the structure of the company. 

5.2. PHASES OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

According to Remenyi, Williams, Money and Swartz (2002:64-65), the research 

process consists of eight specific phases, namely: 

 Reviewing the literature. 

 Formalising a research question. 

 Establishing a methodology. 

 Collecting evidence. 

 Analysing the evidence. 
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 Developing conclusions. 

 Understanding the limitations of the research. 

 Producing management guidelines or recommendations. 

Hussey and Hussey (1997:15) identify six fundamental stages in the research process, 

namely: 

 Identification of the research topic. 

 Definition of the research problem. 

 Determining how the research is going to be conducted. 

 Collection of research data. 

 Analysis and interpretation of the research data. 

 Writing up of the dissertation or thesis. 

5.3. THE RESEARCH DESIGN METHODOLOGY 

5.3.1 Research method 

In understanding the problem of exactly why projects fail due to project sponsor 

performance in the company, a qualitative research methodology was used, which 

required interviewing and setting up a related questionnaire.  Case studies on this 

topic were also conducted, in order to serve as first-hand, practical sources of 

information.  Personal experience in this field also added a relevant and significant 

input into this study.  The information gathered for the purpose of this study has been 

analysed, logically grouped, and compiled into separate sections. 
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5.3.2 The sample 

5.3.2.1 Size of sample 

The sample comprised 34 individuals selected from the project management 

environment and software development organisations.   

5.3.2.2 Sample variables 

The variable in the sample were the following: 

 Project sponsor (too poor/weak to fulfil roles and responsibilities). 

 Percentage of failed projects (low percentage to high percentage). 

 Composition of the team (and roles and responsibilities). 

 Structure of the company. 

 Sponsor’s defined roles and responsibilities in the company. 

5.3.3 Data collection  

 The data collection was in the form of a survey questionnaire submitted within a 

particular IS company.   

 Resources from different levels in the organisation were interviewed, to obtain an 

understanding of the impact that a project sponsor can have on a project. 

5.4. RESEARCH CONSTRAINTS 

The research constraints pertaining to this dissertation were the following: 
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 The survey was conducted on a variety of projects – more specifically, on the people 

involved in these projects. 

 The level of questioning may not be conclusive, as candidates generally do not 

answer more than a few simple questions.  Surveys are generally very subjective, 

and the level of questioning may not be conclusive. 

 The interviews may reflect the preferred opinions of the interviewees, based on their 

personal experience and perceptions. 

 The biggest risk is the quality of the questionnaire, based on the fact that candidates 

do not spend more than a few minutes answering the questionnaire; so, in essence, 

only a few well-directed questions can be asked. 

 The researcher left the company after the first round of test questions had been 

answered by candidates. 

5.5. THE RESEARCH QUESTIONNAIRE 

The questionnaire (with 38 questions) was set up and created on the Internet, with a 

link sent out in an email, requesting the interviewees’ participation. 

5.5.1 Objective of the questionnaire 

The 38-question survey was designed very specifically for its results.  There were two 

objectives for this survey: 

 To gain accurate information to be able to answer the dissertation’s investigative 

questions, and make the necessary conclusions. 

 To teach participants the role of the project sponsor. 
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The original questionnaire comprised 38 questions, all with drop-down multiple-choice 

answers, and therefore no typing or writing was required.  It took approximately an 

hour to complete.  This gave very definitive research answers, but was too long for 

future use.  The researcher subsequently designed a 23-question survey and a 

summarised 7-question survey for future use.  The 23- and 7-question survey could 

not be used at the IS development company as the researcher had already left the 

organisation.  These questionnaires are in the appendices for future use. 

5.5.2 The value of the questionnaire 

The questionnaire was not only designed for the purposes of satisfying the 

dissertation, but also to benchmark one’s own organisation, or to be used by a 

consultant to benchmark an organisation.  One could really call this questionnaire an 

“organisational project delivery scorecard”.  To do a quick face value judgement of a 

company’s projects, five simple questions can be asked: 

 What is the project failure rate? 

 What does the delivery structure of the organisation look like? 

 How simple or complex is the job description of the project sponsor in the company? 

 Is BSPM or a similar delivery value chain methodology used, and to what extent? 

 At what level are project systems implemented (software, processes and 

methodology), and what is their level of success and value delivery? 

5.5.3 Questionnaire rationale 

The questionnaire was categorised to measure the following results:  

 How much project success or failure is there in your organisation? 
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 How much strategy (BSPM) is there in your organisation? (Value chain delivery). 

 How much project structure and clarity of project roles is there in your organisation? 

 How defined and advanced is the project sponsor role in your organisation? 

 To what level are project systems used, and how successful are they? (software, 

methodology, processes) 

There were numerous questions asked on similar topics in different ways.  This was 

to confirm that the information collected was correct and accurate and not 

misunderstood by the participants, and for the participants’ learning experience in re-

affirming the various aspects of the role of the project sponsor.   

5.6. THE SURVEY RESULTS 

Table 5-1 The 38-question survey results 

Survey Results 

Increasing the performance of an IS Project Sponsor (Owner) and thus increasing project success 

Response Status: Complete    

Filter: No filter applied    

Nov 13, 2008 11:24 AM PST    

1.  What has your main role or function been regarding projects? 

Account Manager   0 0% 

Customer   0 0% 

Executive Sponsor -approves budget & strategic 
fit   1 3% 

Product Manager   1 3% 

Project Manager -Manages the project and is 
responsible   4 12% 

Project/Solution Sales   0 0% 
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Project Sponsor (owner) - Leads the project, 
and is accountable   2 6% 

Team Lead - Management of members & task 
delivery   5 15% 

Team Member   10 29% 

Technical Lead   6 18% 

Stakeholder   0 0% 

Business Analyst   5 15% 

Total 34 100% 

2.  Are you currently or have you have been a project sponsor (owner)? 

Yes   10 29% 

No   24 71% 

Total 34 100% 

3.  How long have you been involved in projects? 

Not yet   0 0% 

0-1 Years   5 15% 

2-4 Years   10 29% 

5-10 Years   11 32% 

Over 10 Years   8 24% 

Total 34 100% 

4.  In your opinion, how visible and accessible to the team is your project sponsor (owner)? 

Very   3 9% 

Most of the time   16 47% 

Sometimes   14 41% 

Never - didn't know he/she still works here   1 3% 

Total 34 100% 

5.  How much effort do you feel the project sponsor (owner) puts into the project and team? (i.e. 
number of hours a week spent on the project, reading documents, reports, attending meetings, 
marketing the project, meeting with the team and strategising with the project manager) 

Too much   0 0% 
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Enough   21 64% 

Too little   10 30% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

6.  Do you feel the project sponsor (owner) embraces and takes ownership of the project? 

Always   10 30% 

Often   14 42% 

Seldom   7 21% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

7.  Do you think project failure is directly related to the lack of experience and engagement in the 
project by the project sponsor (owner)? 

Always   2 6% 

Often   18 55% 

Seldom   12 36% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

8.  Do you think the project sponsor (owner) is integral in leading projects to success? 

Always   19 56% 

Often   11 32% 

Seldom   4 12% 

Never   0 0% 

Total 34 100% 

9.  Does your project sponsor (owner) encourage people to express honesty which inspires people 
to raise mistakes and problems as they occur to be solved as quickly as possible? 

Always   6 18% 

Often   18 55% 

Seldom   7 21% 

Never   2 6% 
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Total 33 100% 

10.  How well does the project sponsor (owner) make decisions? Right decision, right place, right 
time, decisive, correctly and fairly (i.e.  removing non-performing staff from the project) 

Excellent   3 9% 

Good   16 48% 

Needs improvement   12 36% 

Global warming will happen sooner   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

11.  How does the project sponsor (owner) take corrective action on one of their own incorrect 
decisions? (Right corrective action, right place, right time) 

Very well   3 10% 

Takes action   20 65% 

Takes too long   7 23% 

Incorrect,  Never, Total Denial)   1 3% 

Total 31 100% 

12.  Is the project sponsor (owner) the ultimate decision maker when it comes to issues? Do they 
champion the problems, concerns, conflict, hindrances, risks and issues until they are resolved? 

Always   5 15% 

Often   18 55% 

Seldom   9 27% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

13.  The project sponsor (owner) should be accountable, and the project manager responsible for 
the project.  Does this happen in your environment? 

Always   2 6% 

Often   21 64% 

Seldom   7 21% 

Never   3 9% 

Total 33 100% 
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14.  How well do you think the project sponsor (owner) markets the project and team to all other 
stakeholders? 

Excellent   6 18% 

Good   8 24% 

Needs improvement   17 52% 

Never - they can spell this?   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

15.  A project sponsor (owner) needs to understand all of the below; which do you feel is the most 
important one? 

Project methodologies and the Project 
Manager’s role?   1 3% 

IS concepts and programming techniques?   1 3% 

The technical requirements of the project?   6 18% 

The business requirements of the project?   25 76% 

Total 33 100% 

16.  How well do you feel the project sponsor (owner) shields, filters and acts as an umbrella to the 
team from outside influences, disruptions, issues, and scope creep? 

Always   2 6% 

Often   19 58% 

Seldom   12 36% 

Never   0 0% 

Total 33 100% 

17.  Is the project sponsor (owner) equipped to lead political charge and help the project manager 
navigate the organisation’s political environment? 

Could negotiate with the devil and win   2 6% 

Good   16 50% 

Needs improvement   14 44% 

Never - oblivious to what’s happening   0 0% 

Total 32 100% 
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18.  Does your project sponsor (owner) network effectively, negotiate and influence people, broker 
relationships with stakeholders within and outside the project? 

Always   4 12% 

Often   18 55% 

Seldom   10 30% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

19.  Which are the most important tasks of a project sponsor’s (owner’s) basic role? (multiple 
answers) 

Making sure the project manager and team have 
the necessary skills to accomplish the project 
and ensuring the necessary training.   13 38% 

Providing guidance for key business strategy 
and delivering the project in alignment to 
company strategy.   19 74% 

Understanding the project’s complexity.   21 62% 

Empowering the project manager.   18 53% 

Championing the project and the team.   23 68% 

Formally managing the project’s scope.   12 35% 

Approving project charter, plans, schedules and 
budgets.   11 32% 

Ensuring sustained buy-in.   12 35% 

Clearing roadblocks.   26 76% 

Ensuring timely availability of resources.   11 32% 

Reviewing the project progress.   15 44% 

Ensuring the project benefits are reviewed and 
achieved.   13 38% 

Ensure a RACI is set up and agreed by all 
stakeholders (Responsible, Accountable, 
Consulted and Informed).   8 24% 

Keeping the project SMART? (Specific, 
Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time 
Framed).   15 44% 

Secure resources and provide or locate 
resources for the project? (Both right people and 
equipment at the right time and right place).   10 29% 



83 

Project sponsor (owners) controls the scope of 
the project? (instead of being the cause of 
scope creep and the project sponsor creates the 
business case (Business Requirements 
Definition) – initial scope).   18 53% 

Keeping the project delivery focused.   18 53% 

Other, please specify   1 3% 

20.  Do you feel the project sponsor (owner) over-controls and manipulates the project to suit their 
own agenda which does not necessarily align with project success? 

Always   1 3% 

Often   6 18% 

Seldom   19 58% 

Never   7 21% 

Total 33 100% 

21.  Do you feel a project sponsor (owner) with a negative attitude towards the project and team is 
a hindrance to the team and their motivation, which in turn can lead to project failure or project 
compromise? 

Always   19 56% 

Often   11 32% 

Seldom   2 6% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 34 100% 

22.  Do you feel you have the correct company structure (organisational structure) for the project 
sponsor (owner) to be able to perform optimally? 

Yes   3 9% 

Getting there   24 73% 

Not really   3 9% 

No   3 9% 

Total 33 100% 

23.  Do you think part of the role of the project sponsor (owner) can/should be split or delegated 
to? 

Split the role of sponsor and owner into two 
separate roles/jobs   11 37% 

Programme manager   6 20% 
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Senior project manager / Project manager   6 20% 

Team Lead (Supervisor)   7 23% 

Total 30 100% 

24.  Does your company have a structure that includes: 

Programme managers, Senior project 
managers, Project Management Office?   11 33% 

Senior project managers, project management 
office?   14 42% 

Project managers?   8 24% 

Total 33 100% 

25.  Project managers, senior project managers and programme managers often assume much of 
the project sponsor’s role, due to the project sponsor possibly being inexperienced, indecisive, 
unskilled, unqualified or not having enough time.  Is the project sponsor still held accountable, 
even when much of the role is delegated or assumed by someone else? 

Always   2 6% 

Often   15 47% 

Seldom   14 44% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 32 100% 

26.  Do the project sponsors (owners) balance the following? --- Agility with direction in Leadership 
--- Creativity with Control --- Flexibility with Structure 

Always   3 9% 

Often   20 61% 

Seldom   9 27% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

27.  Is the project sponsor (owner) solution orientated when solving problems and fixing mistakes, 
and encourages a holistic view of problem solving and goal orientated problem solving? 

Always   7 22% 

Often   18 56% 

Seldom   6 19% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 32 100% 
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28.  Is the project sponsor (owner) a take-action, give-direction type person, when asked to do so 
by the project manager? (in contrast to a person who hesitates, is indecisive, hinders the project, 
and slows it down and often barely participates)? 

Always   8 24% 

Often   15 45% 

Seldom   8 24% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

29.  Is your project sponsor (owner) visionary? 

Always   6 18% 

Often   13 39% 

Seldom   13 39% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

30.  Did the project sponsors get assigned to the project? (in contrast to: they volunteered out of 
personal interest for the project and its success)? 

Always   7 23% 

Often   20 65% 

Seldom   3 10% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 31 100% 

Thank you, almost done, just a few more 
questions.  Please click "Submit" to complete 
the final questions 

   

31.  Which do you think are the most important for the project sponsor (owner) to achieve? 
(multiple answers) 

Provide proper direction to the team.   22 71% 

Give assignments to the team that provide 
challenges (part of autonomy).   4 13% 

Clearly define performance expectations.   19 61% 

Give honest appraisals to team members.   12 39% 
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Promote trust amongst team members.   7 23% 

Provide maximum leadership support to teams.   20 65% 

Be fair to all team members.   9 29% 

Develop a team spirit (cohesion).   12 39% 

Prevent non-beneficial change (easing 
pressure).   12 39% 

Motivate the team.   15 48% 

Allow team creativity and innovation.   19 61% 

Give team recognition for success.   24 77% 

Other, please specify   1 3% 

32.  How effective is the project sponsor in facilitating, listening, understanding, empathising, 
healing, being aware, persuading, conceptualising and foresight? 

Very effective   1 3% 

Effective   20 67% 

Not really effective   9 30% 

Never effective   0 0% 

Total 30 100% 

33.  How technologically up to date is the project sponsor (owner)? 

Always   6 19% 

Most of the time   18 58% 

Not really   4 13% 

Never   3 10% 

Total 31 100% 

34.  How effective is the project sponsor (owner) in understanding the true business needs, 
customer requirements and expectations and ensuring they are delivered by the project? 

Always   7 23% 

Often   17 55% 

Seldom   6 19% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 31 100% 
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35.  Does the project sponsor achieve the following? --- Mentor --- Catalyst --- Cheerleader --- 
Barrier Buster --- Boundary Manager --- Senior Management Liaison 

Always   4 13% 

Often   17 57% 

Seldom   9 30% 

Never   0 0% 

Total 30 100% 

36.  Does the project sponsor (owner) vary their management style to suit the situation (autocratic 
vs.  democratic) 

Always   3 10% 

Often   11 35% 

Seldom   14 45% 

Never   3 10% 

Total 31 100% 

37.  A project sponsor needs a good level of skills in all of the following, but which is the most 
important? 

Selling Skills   1 3% 

Negotiation Skills   9 28% 

Business skills   7 22% 

Technical Skills   1 3% 

Communication Skills   12 38% 

Project Skills   2 6% 

Total 32 100% 

38.  Of all the things a project sponsor (owner) could do wrong which do you think are the worst? 
(multiple answers) 

Not providing accurate and firm information to PM.   13 43% 

Too optimistic regarding potential strategic and operational 
benefits.   8 27% 

Massaging business proposal feasibilities to ensure they 
would proceed.   10 33% 

Poor prioritisation of project.   14 47% 

Underestimating organisation resources, infra-structure and 
process capabilities for project and programme support.   12 40% 
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Mismatching budget expectations and actual project costs.   6 20% 

Trapped in “silositis” – unable to see the system impact 
(integrative).   9 30% 

Reducing project scope to fit the initial budget, followed by 
undisciplined upward variations.   9 30% 

Inability to create a trust/support/cohesion culture (relational 
management).   3 10% 

Poor motivational leadership.   14 47% 

Pushing for unrealistic time frames which impede 
conceptualisation.   18 60% 

Arbitrary introduction of methodologies, believing it would 
solve the dearth of management acumen.   5 17% 

Resource switching between projects.   8 27% 

Other, please specify   0 0% 

5.7. LIMITATIONS OF USING THIS QUESTIONNAIRES 

The one downside to this questionnaire is that it did not deal enough with the flexibility 

needed by the project sponsor to be able to understand and scope their role complexity 

accordingly (evolution and extinction).  The complexity of the project sponsors role 

grows in relation to the company growth until the correct amount of delivery structure 

is implemented to keep up with the company growth.  As the organisational structure 

becomes sufficient for the company and keeps pace with the needs of the company 

while making the value chain efficient and effective, so the complexity of the project 

sponsor’s role once again decreases to the point that the project sponsor has a simple 

role or is no longer needed (extinct). 

In general, looking at the standard type of 10-question surveys, they are kept short to 

keep participants interested in answering.  Even then, participation is very low, in 

general, and due to the short number of questions, the information is often 

inconclusive or not very accurate.  On a weekly basis the researcher receives at least 

an email requesting him to complete a survey, and he automatically hits the ‘delete’ 

button (Discovery, Virgin Active, etc.).  He thus had to find a way around these 

dilemmas.   
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What he has learnt in business, especially in the ‘corporate world’, which has been re-

iterated in his studies at Cranefield College, when dealing with people, is motivation.  

How could he motivate people to answer his questionnaire?  

One had to answer their question, “What is in it for me?”.  Hence, this resulted in a 

second objective to the survey: to teach participants what the role of the project 

sponsor is, and thus add value to the questionnaire.   

The researcher’s email read as follows:  

“Do you want to know what the role of the project sponsor is?  By answering 

this questionnaire of 38 questions you will soon know.  Yes, it is a lot of 

questions, but not necessarily, as they are all multiple choice, so no writing 

is needed and it’s anonymous.  At the end of the survey you will 

automatically see the results so far.  Your participation would really be 

appreciated and would help in completing my dissertation.  Thank you, 

Sean”. 

At the time of this survey taking place, there were +/- 350 staff and there were 34 

participants – a 10% hit rate.  The survey system picked up the identity of every 

computer, so that there could be no duplication. 

From the survey, accurate information was gained from interviewing participants.  

Afterwards, they were satisfied that they now fully understood the role of the project 

sponsor.  The survey was too long, however, so it was redesigned for future use (if 

necessary) with a 23- and a 7-question survey, which are placed in the appendices.  

(If an organisation wanted to educate their staff on the role of the project sponsor, and 

at the same time gain accurate information on the performance levels of the project 

sponsor, they could use the survey).  The 23-question survey should still achieve the 

same result and possibly gain even more participation.   
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Obviously, the information might not be quite as accurate and the learning experience 

might not be quite as high, as there is no reiteration.   

Following on from this, a summarised 7-question survey gives basic information to 

confirm the project sponsor’s current role, project sponsor’s performance, and the 

landscape of the organisation.  After this, a more thorough follow through would 

obviously be needed, but this gives a basic starting point.  This summarised 

questionnaire expects the participants to be quite educated, in order to be able to 

understand and answer the questions. 

These three surveys were designed so that a person within an organisation could use 

them and be able to derive meaningful information from them for their organisation, 

while at the same time educating staff.  These can also be used for consulting 

purposes, and are an easy way to get a baseline before even starting consulting in the 

area of increasing project success. 

5.8. CONCLUSION 

This chapter detailed the research methodology and presented the findings of the 

questionnaire, as well as discussing the limitations of the questionnaire. 

The following chapter provides the analysis and interpretation of the research findings. 
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CHAPTER 6. ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF 

RESULTS  

6.1. INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, data collated from the survey are analysed in detail, and interpreted in 

terms of the primary theme of the dissertation.   

6.2. CONCLUSIONS TO EACH OF THE 38 QUESTIONS 

Table 6-1 Survey conclusions 

Increasing the performance of an IS Project Sponsor (Owner) and thus increasing project success 

Response Status: Complete    

Filter: No filter applied    

Nov 13, 2008 11:24 AM PST    

1.  What has your main role or function been regarding projects? 

Account Manager   0 0% 

Customer   0 0% 

Executive Sponsor -approves budget & 
strategic fit   1 3% 

Product Manager   1 3% 

Project Manager -Manages the project 
and is responsible   4 12% 

Project/solution sales   0 0% 

Project Sponsor (owner) - Leads the 
project and is accountable   2 6% 

Team Lead - Management of members 
& task delivery   5 15% 

Team Member   10 29% 

Technical lead   6 18% 
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Stakeholder   0 0% 

Other, please specify   5 15% 

Total 34 100% 

Conclusion: 

A basic question to ascertain whether the participants involved are in the project field and have 
experience in the project field as well as their specific roles.   As such, 29% of the participants were 
project team members, which was expected.  Overall, there is a nice spread of participants across 
the various roles.  In this company, all staff members work with the project sponsor, the actual team 
members less than the other roles.  This is often due to the sponsor being the sole customer, or 
acting as the product manager for the deliverable that the project will produce, and a flat 
management structure. 

2.  Are you currently or have you been a project sponsor (owner)? 

Yes   10 29% 

No   24 71% 

Total 34 100% 

Conclusion: 

Interestingly, 29% of participants have been project sponsors, which is great for the experience, 
although one must also watch out for bias in the rest of the survey, due to the large percentage of 
project sponsors participating in the survey.  Hopefully, everyone learnt something from completing 
this questionnaire.  One can assume that the 29% of project sponsors are half the team leaders and 
managers that have project sponsor experience. 

3.  How long have you been involved in projects? 

Not yet   0 0% 

0-1 Years   5 15% 

2-4 Years   10 29% 

5-10 Years   11 32% 

Over 10 Years   8 24% 

Total 34 100% 

Conclusion: 

100% of the participants had experience in projects, 85% of the participants had more than 2 years’ 
experience in projects, 56% of the participants had more than 5 years’ experience in projects, and 
24% had more than 10 years’ experience in projects.  Thus, all participants were well versed in 
projects and very capable of answering the survey.  Thus, all participants have project experience 
and are involved in projects, meaning that no percentage of the survey answers needed to be 
removed due to non-project participants. 
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4.  In your opinion how visible and accessible to the team is your project sponsor (owner)? 

Very   3 9% 

Most of the time   16 47% 

Sometimes   14 41% 

Never - didn't know he/she still works 
here   1 3% 

Total 34 100% 

Conclusion: 

These percentages are very worrying, as the project sponsor is mostly accessible or available half 
of the time that they need to be.  Project sponsors need to be far more accessible.  Project sponsor 
non-availability can cause delays on a project, and decisions being made without the project 
sponsor.  For projects to be more successful, the project sponsor has to be accessible.  These 
results show that only half the project sponsors are participating in their projects, and are available 
half of the time that they need to be available. 

5.  How much effort do you feel the project sponsor (owner) puts into the project and team? (i.e. 
number of hours a week spent on the project reading documents, reports, attending meetings, 
marketing the project, meeting with the team and strategising with the project manager) 

Too much   0 0% 

Enough   21 64% 

Too little   10 30% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

The percentage that highlights itself here is the total of 36% of “never” and “too little”.  This 
reiterates the question, above, that sponsors are not accessible and do not spend enough time on 
their projects – also bearing in mind that 29% of participants were projects sponsors, meaning that 
a third to a half of project sponsors are not spending enough time on their projects and putting in an 
effort. 

6.  Do you feel the project sponsor (owner) embraces and takes ownership of the project? 

Always   10 30% 

Often   14 42% 

Seldom   7 21% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 
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“Seldom” and “never” total 28%; thus, a third of participants feel the sponsor does not take 
ownership of the project – again keeping in mind that 29% of participants were project sponsors, 
meaning that the percentage is much higher, due to the bias.  If ownership of a project does not 
take place, there will be an increase in project failure.  Human beings, in general, are inadvertently 
lazy, so if no one takes ownership and drives a project to success, it will suffer from not achieving 
its full value and benefits, or even worse – fail. 

7.  Do you think project failure is directly related to the lack of experience and engagement in the 
project by the project sponsor (owner)? 

Always   2 6% 

Often   18 55% 

Seldom   12 36% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

61% felt that project failure was due to the project sponsor, and, in particular, their lack of 
experience and engagement (participation and accessibility) in the projects.  This 61% is 
astoundingly high and confirms the critical importance of the need for project sponsors to perform 
their role correctly. 

8.  Do you think the project sponsor (owner) is integral in leading projects to success? 

Always   19 56% 

Often   11 32% 

Seldom   4 12% 

Never   0 0% 

Total 34 100% 

    

Conclusion: 

An overwhelming 88% felt that the project sponsor is integral in leading the project to success.  This 
was far higher than expected, and is also confirmed by the previous question, and thus reiterates 
the importance of the project sponsor. 

9.  Does your project sponsor (owner) encourage people to express honesty which inspires people 
to raise mistakes and problems as they occur, to be solved as quickly as possible? 

Always   6 18% 

Often   18 55% 

Seldom   7 21% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 
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Conclusion: 

Finally, one for the project sponsors: 73% feel that the project sponsors encourage the raising of 
mistakes and problems so that they can quickly be solved.  It is, however, worrying that a quarter of 
project sponsors do not encourage honesty and raising of mistakes and problems.  This could also 
be due to staff not wanting to, as there is a culture of finger pointing, instead of dealing with the 
problems and implementing solutions. 

10.  How well does the project sponsor (owner) make decisions? Right decision, right place, right 
time, decisive, correctly and fairly (i.e.  removing non-performing staff from the project) 

Excellent   3 9% 

Good   16 48% 

Needs improvement   12 36% 

Global warming will happen sooner   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

42% of the participants felt that project sponsors do not make good decisions.  This is extremely 
troubling, as a major function of any project sponsor is to make decisions – and especially the final 
decisions, as they are accountable and are the project owner.  If almost half of project sponsors are 
not capable of making good decisions, then it stands to reason that half of projects will fail, due to 
the project sponsor, or most certainly will not deliver the maximum value. 

11.  How does the project sponsor (owner) take corrective action on one of their own incorrect 
decisions? (Right corrective action, right place, right time) 

Very well   3 10% 

Takes action   20 65% 

Takes too long   7 23% 

Incorrect, never, total denial)   1 3% 

Total 31 100% 

Conclusion: 

75% admit to their incorrect decisions, and make the necessary corrections.  While this is good to 
see, they should not be making incorrect decisions.  However, more worrying is the other quarter of 
project sponsors who do not correct their incorrect decisions, which means that either the project is 
doomed to fail, or staff, on the sly, correct the bad decisions without authority, and if the project still 
fails, blame will still be placed on the staff who tried to correct the project sponsor’s incorrect 
decision. 

12.  Is the project sponsor (owner) the ultimate decision maker when it comes to issues? Do they 
champion the problems, concerns, conflict, hindrances, risks and issues until they are resolved? 

Always   5 15% 

Often   18 55% 

Seldom   9 27% 
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Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

70% of the time, project sponsors take action – which reiterates their role of being the ultimate 
decision maker.  Yet, what is worrying in Question 10 is that participants feel they make incorrect 
decisions half of the time anyway.  Thus, one can derive that only one third of the time do project 
sponsors make correct decisions.  Many times one reads that it is always better to make a decision 
so that one can move forward and also gain from the learning experience.  Hopefully these project 
sponsors are learning from the incorrect decisions they make, and the second, and most important 
factor, which has already been covered, is how quickly one corrects the mistake and moves forward 
again. 

13.  The project sponsor (owner) should be accountable, and the project manager responsible for 
the project.  Does this happen in your environment? 

Always   2 6% 

Often   21 64% 

Seldom   7 21% 

Never   3 9% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

70% of the time, the project sponsor is accountable, which is a good sign, but 30% of the time they 
are not held accountable, and thus will not lead and drive the project to success (i.e.  if project 
sponsors are not held accountable, who is held accountable and blamed if the project is a failure? 
The project manager? Even if they delivered the project to time, costs and scope?) 

14.  How well do you think the project sponsor (owner) markets the project and team to all other 
stakeholders? 

Excellent   6 18% 

Good   8 24% 

Needs improvement   17 52% 

Never - they can spell this?   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

Over 50% felt that the project sponsor needed to improve their skills in marketing the project 
internally and externally.  This is a main function of the project sponsor.  The marketing of a project 
is critical to get buy-in, to keep the project moving forward at a high pace and also to motivate 
project staff, as this gives them spotlight time:  

“Hey did you hear about that new project?”; “Yes, I am on the project.” or “Hey! I hear that project 
was a huge success, you were on that team, well done!”  

It also motivates staff not to fail.  Nobody wants to ‘mess’ with a high profile project.  It might not be 
an important project, but it’s high profile because it is well marketed. 
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15.  A project sponsor (owner) needs to understand all of the below; which do you feel is the most 
important one? 

Project methodologies and the project 
manager’s role?   1 3% 

IS concepts and programming 
techniques?   1 3% 

The technical requirements of the 
project?   6 18% 

The business requirements of the 
project?   25 76% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

Participants feel it is most important that the project sponsor understands the business 
requirements of the project (76%) and, second to that, the technical requirements (18%) of the 
project.  Please note this is the technical requirements not the technicalities of the project or the 
technical ‘nuts and bolts’ of the project.  In other words, the project sponsor focuses on the business 
deliverables of the project.  It is interesting to note that participants feel that the project 
methodologies and the project manager’s role is low (3%).  One can only assume that participants 
felt that the project manager handles all of this, and the same for the IS and programming 
techniques that are handled by the programmers and other technical people. 

16.  How well do you feel the project sponsor (owner) shields, filters and acts as an umbrella to the 
team from outside influences, disruptions, issues, and scope creep? 

Always   2 6% 

Often   19 58% 

Seldom   12 36% 

Never   0 0% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

The very worrying percentage of 36% of participants responded that their project sponsors were not 
shielding the team, which is a major aspect in the role of the project sponsor.  If this is not occurring, 
the project team will be continuously interrupted or even derailed, and this will most certainly lead to 
problems on the project – and even lead to project failure.   

17.  Is the project sponsor (owner) equipped to lead political charge and help the project manager 
navigate the organisation’s political environment? 

Could negotiate with the devil and win   2 6% 

Good   16 50% 

Needs improvement   14 44% 

Never - oblivious to what’s happening   0 0% 
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Total 32 100% 

Conclusion: 

44% of participants felt that the project sponsor needed to improve their political skills.  The lack of 
political skills could have very serious consequences for a project.  Roadblocks that cannot be 
cleared cause delays on the project, and have to be negotiated around. 

18.  Does your project sponsor (owner) network effectively, negotiate and influence people, broker 
relationships with stakeholders within and outside the project? 

Always   4 12% 

Often   18 55% 

Seldom   10 30% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

The total of 33% for ‘seldom’ and ‘never’ is worrying, as this means that stakeholder management is 
very weak a third of the time.  Either this hinders the project directly, or the project manager or team 
leader starts assuming this task – which is normally very difficult for them, as they are not senior 
enough and could even make things worse by not understanding the bigger picture, resulting in a 
“catch 22” situation.  Also, without negotiating abilities, every small problem on a project eventually 
turns into a big problem. 

19.  Which are the most important tasks of a project sponsor’s (owner’s) basic role? (multiple 
answers) 

Making sure the project manager and 
team have the necessary skills to 
accomplish the project, and ensuring the 
necessary training.   13 38% 

Providing guidance for key business 
strategy and delivering the project in 
alignment to company strategy.   19 56% 

Providing guidance for key business 
strategy and delivering the project in 
alignment to company strategy.   6 18% 

Understanding the project’s complexity.   21 62% 

Empowering the project manager.   18 53% 

Championing the project and the team.   23 68% 

Formally managing the project’s scope.   12 35% 

Approving project charter, plans, 
schedules and budgets.   11 32% 

Ensuring sustained buy-in.   12 35% 

Clearing roadblocks.   26 76% 

Ensuring timely availability of resources.   11 32% 
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Reviewing the project progress.   15 44% 

Ensuring the project benefits are 
reviewed and achieved.   13 38% 

Ensure an RACI is set up and agreed by 
all stakeholders (Responsible, 
Accountable, Consulted and Informed).   8 24% 

Keeping the project SMART? (Specific, 
Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and 
Time Framed).   15 44% 

Secure resources and provide or locate 
resources for the project? (Both right 
people and equipment at the right time 
and right place).   10 29% 

Project sponsor (owner) controls the 
scope of the project? (instead of being 
the cause of scope creep and the project 
sponsor creates the business case 
(Business Requirements Definition) – 
initial scope).   18 53% 

Keeping the project delivery focused.   18 53% 

Other, please specify   1 3% 

Conclusion: 

Observed in order of importance downwards by percentage, is that most of these topics have been 
listed by participants where the project sponsors are weak.  Thus, one has to conclude that project 
sponsors are underperforming in the most important aspects of their role. 

20.  Do you feel the project sponsor (owner) over-controls and manipulates the project to suit their 
own agenda which does not necessarily align with project success? 

Always   1 3% 

Often   6 18% 

Seldom   19 58% 

Never   7 21% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

The ‘always’ and ‘often’ total 21%, which is not high but highlights that one-fifth of all project 
sponsors are micromanagers, or generally get over-involved with their project.  This begins to show 
that one in every five project sponsors gets over involved in their projects, one in every five project 
sponsors accomplishes their role correctly, and three in every five project sponsors are either 
inaccessible or nowhere to be found.  Basically, their performance needs serious improvement.     

21.  Do you feel a project sponsor (owner) with a negative attitude towards the project and team is a 
hindrance to the team and their motivation, which in turn can lead to project failure or project 
compromise? 

Always   19 56% 
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Often   11 32% 

Seldom   2 6% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 34 100% 

Conclusion: 

88% of participants felt that a project sponsor with a negative attitude to the project can most 
certainly lead and influence the project towards failure. 

22.  Do you feel you have the correct company structure (organisational structure) for the project 
sponsor (owner) to be able to perform optimally? 

Yes   3 9% 

Getting there   24 73% 

Not really   3 9% 

No   3 9% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

91% of participants concluded that their current company structure was a hindrance to the project 
sponsor adding maximum value.  The company structure should be designed to maximise output, 
not to hinder.   

23.  Do you think part of the role of the project sponsor (owner) can/should be split or delegated to? 

Split the role of sponsor and owner into 
two separate roles/jobs   11 37% 

Programme Manager   6 20% 

Senior project Manager / Project 
manager   6 20% 

Team Lead (Supervisor)   7 23% 

Total 30 100% 

Conclusion: 

This was a very critical question, which suggests two reasons for the percentages given.  One is 
that the project sponsors were getting too involved in the project and taking on other staff members’ 
work, or that the company was starting to mature and that it was time for the project sponsor’s role 
to begin to diminish, in that the complexity of the role needs to be reduced and assigned to the 
correct staff, and that the role of the project sponsor was heading towards extinction.  Based on the 
other survey questions asked around organisation structure and systems, it leads to the conclusion 
that the project sponsor’s role has peaked in complexity, and now parts of the role of the project 
sponsor need to be assigned to staff in the new structures that are appearing as the company 
matures.   

 

These questions were not structured correctly, as the researcher did not add a fifth option for 
participants to choose – “do not split or delegate the role of the project sponsor”.  However, what 
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was interesting is that 37% wanted the role of the project sponsor to be split.  The researcher 
suspects that most of this was from the 29% of project sponsors who liked being sponsors (for 
authority), but did not want to be the owner, as this came with accountability.   

 

Please note a contentious issue with outsourced projects: many customers (project sponsors) do 
not want to be the owner of a project, as it is not their role to be accountable for the success of the 
project.  They are the receivers of a successful project and are the new owner of the successful 
project or complete product – the same as a developer would build one’s home and one can 
customise it, and be involved in the design and critical success factors, etc., but the customer is not 
accountable for the successfully built home (project), and only takes ownership and accountability 
once the house is complete and an ownership hand-over takes place.  The reason this is 
contentious is that many companies assign the project sponsor ownership as well, for the project, 
and hold them accountable for its success, and that their job and bonuses are attached to the 
success of the project.  This is a very debatable topic between many executives.  The researcher’s 
opinion is that they should take ownership and accountability for the project, but must understand 
that far more time needs to be spent on the project by the project sponsor to ensure success. 

 

24.  Does your company have a structure that includes: 

Programme Managers, Senior Project 
Managers, Project Management office?   11 33% 

Senior Project Managers, Project 
Management office?   14 42% 

Project Managers?   8 24% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

There is a general spread of percentages across the basic project structuring and roles.  One can 
derive that the organisation is not fully evolved into BSPM, and is also not at the basic starting 
stages of project structuring and roles.  The project sponsor role is complex in this organisation at 
this point in time, and is most likely at its peak of complexity, and as the company structures and 
systems mature, the project sponsor’s role will become less complex. 

25.  Project managers, senior project managers and programme managers often assume much of 
the project sponsor’s role due to the project sponsor possibly being inexperienced, indecisive, 
unskilled, unqualified or not having enough time.  Is the project sponsor still held accountable even 
when much of the role is delegated or assumed by someone else? 

Always   2 6% 

Often   15 47% 

Seldom   14 44% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 32 100% 

Conclusion: 

50% of the time, the project staff land up doing the work of the project sponsor, due to their 
incompetence and lack of performance, and not out of it being delegated, but out of necessity to try 
and ensure project success.  This, in turn, puts pressure on project staff, as they have to carry the 
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extra workload, and are often not at a senior enough level or equipped enough to accomplish these 
tasks successfully, and when they fail they are often blamed for the project failure.   

 

Please note: if the organisation continues to evolve more towards BPSM and the project structuring 
is correct, the role and complexity of the project sponsor will decrease over time, as these tasks are 
taken over by other people in the organisation or taken care of due to a process. 

26.  Do the project sponsors’ (owners) balance the following? --- Agility with direction in Leadership 
--- Creativity with Control --- Flexibility with Structure 

Always   3 9% 

Often   20 61% 

Seldom   9 27% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

30% of project sponsors have very rigid management styles which can, at times, depending on the 
situation, be problematic to achieving project success. 

27.  Is the project sponsor (owner) solution orientated when solving problems and fixing mistakes 
and encouraging a holistic view of problem solving and goal orientated problem solving? 

Always   7 22% 

Often   18 56% 

Seldom   6 19% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 32 100% 

Conclusion: 

22% or one in every five project sponsors are not solution orientated, which means that a project 
that has many risks and small problems will soon have a large amount of issues and large problems 
– which heads a project very quickly towards project failure. 

28.  Is the project sponsor (owner) a “take action”, “give direction” type person, when asked to do so 
by the project manager? (in contrast to a person who hesitates, is indecisive, hinders the project, 
and slows it down and often barely participates)? 

Always   8 24% 

Often   15 45% 

Seldom   8 24% 

Never   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 
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30% of project sponsors are not the ‘take action’ type of leaders, and for their own best interests 
one hopes they have ‘take action’ type of staff under them with driver personalities, or the project 
will head to failure.  This type of leader will also frustrate the ‘take action’ and driven staff.  Project 
staff are generally ‘take action’ type of staff and leaders need to be the same.  ‘Non take action’ 
staff and leaders (if one can call them leaders) need to move to operations and where there is a 
continuous process-driven cycle that just needs to be supervised (factory-type environments).  
Projects are all about action, and this means that when the project manager becomes frustrated 
enough, they will start to make their own decisions, even though not authorised at that level, or will 
circumvent the project sponsor to someone more senior, for decisions. 

29.  Is your project sponsor (owner) visionary? 

Always   6 18% 

Often   13 39% 

Seldom   13 39% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 33 100% 

Conclusion: 

Over 40% of project sponsors are not visionary.  This is an important trait for most leaders, but is 
not the most critical when dealing with the topic of project sponsors, as the strategy has already 
been created and they are just delivering and enabling it through the projects.  That said, 
Greenfields projects, high-risk projects and projects with large amounts of unknowns (‘never been 
done before’) need a visionary project sponsor.  This is often where executives put the wrong type 
of project sponsor on a project. 

30.  Did the project sponsors get assigned to the project? (in contrast to, they volunteered out of 
personal interest for the project and its success?) 

Always   7 23% 

Often   20 65% 

Seldom   3 10% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 31 100% 

Conclusion: 

88% of sponsors are assigned.  This is acceptable, as long as the executives are assigning the right 
type of project sponsors correctly to projects.  If not, this is a recipe for disaster (i.e.  “Tom is the 
only one available; therefore, he must be the project sponsor”). 

31.  Which do you think are the most important for the project sponsor (owner) to achieve? (multiple 
answers) 

Provide proper direction to the team.   22 71% 

Give assignments to the team that 
provide challenges (part of autonomy).   4 13% 
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Clearly define performance 
expectations.   19 61% 

Give honest appraisals to team 
members.   12 39% 

Promote trust amongst team members.   7 23% 

Provide maximum leadership support to 
teams.   20 65% 

Be fair to all team members.   9 29% 

Develop a team spirit (cohesion).   12 39% 

Prevent non-beneficial change (easing 
pressure).   12 39% 

Motivate the team.   15 48% 

Allow team creativity and innovation.   19 61% 

Give team recognition for success.   24 77% 

Other, please specify   1 3% 

Conclusion: 

Looking at these in order of importance by percentage, leadership traits and characteristics are all 
rated the highest percentages; thus, it is very important for project sponsors to be excellent leaders.  
It is interesting to note that the top three are all related to dimensions psychological climate, i.e.  
Leadership excellence is required by the majority. 

32.  How effective is the project sponsor in facilitating, listening, understanding, empathising, 
healing, being aware, persuading, conceptualising and foresight? 

Very effective   1 3% 

Effective   20 67% 

Not really effective   9 30% 

Never effective   0 0% 

Total 30 100% 

Conclusion: 

30% of the time, or basically one in every three project sponsors, do not have basic management 
skills. 

33.  How technologically up to date is the project sponsor (owner)? 

Always   6 19% 

Most of the time   18 58% 

Not really   4 13% 

Never   3 10% 

Total 31 100% 
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Conclusion: 

77% of the time, in IS Projects, the project sponsors are well versed in technology.  One personally 
sees many project sponsors lost without a basic IS understanding, and unable to perform optimally 
as a project sponsor. 

34.  How effective is the project sponsor (owner) in understanding the true business needs, 
customer requirements and expectations and ensuring they are delivered by the project? 

Always   7 23% 

Often   17 55% 

Seldom   6 19% 

Never   1 3% 

Total 31 100% 

Conclusion: 

This is a critical function of project sponsors.  Without this they cannot make the right decisions.  
22% of project sponsors, or one in every five project sponsors, do not understand the business and 
customer requirements intimately.  This is a recipe for disaster, especially if the role of the project 
sponsor in the organisation is very large and complex. 

35.  Does the project sponsor achieve the following? --- Mentor --- Catalyst --- Cheerleader --- 
Barrier Buster --- Boundary Manager --- Senior Management Liaison 

Always   4 13% 

Often   17 57% 

Seldom   9 30% 

Never   0 0% 

Total 30 100% 

Conclusion: 

This, in essence, is a summary, in layman’s terms, of what the project sponsor should be achieving; 
30% of project sponsors do not achieve their basic tasks. 

36.  Does the project sponsor (owner) vary their management style to suit the situation (autocratic 
vs. democratic) 

Always   3 10% 

Often   11 35% 

Seldom   14 45% 

Never   3 10% 

Total 31 100% 

Conclusion: 

55% of the time, the project sponsors are not adaptive or flexible and will not vary their 
management style.  This can be great for staff, as these types of managers are very predictable, but 
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it can also be very frustrating for staff.  This generally does not bode well for IS projects that need 
flexibility. 

37.  A project sponsor needs a good level of skills in all of the following, but which is the most 
important? 

Selling Skills   1 3% 

Negotiation Skills   9 28% 

Business skills   7 22% 

Technical Skills   1 3% 

Communication Skills   12 38% 

Project Skills   2 6% 

Total 32 100% 

Conclusion: 

Participants rated communication skills the highest, with negotiation skills second, and business 
skills third.  Project sponsors generally need to be extroverts with business skills and the ability to 
understand the technological concepts and requirements.  Many project sponsors have very poor 
communication, business and negotiation skills, which are basic management skills in any 
environment. 

38.  Of all the things a project sponsor (owner) could do wrong, which do you think are the worst? 
(multiple answers) 

Not providing accurate and firm 
information to PM.   13 43% 

Too optimistic regarding potential 
strategic and operational benefits.   8 27% 

Massaging business proposal 
feasibilities to ensure they would 
proceed.   10 33% 

Poor prioritisation of project.   14 47% 

Underestimating organisation resources, 
infra-structure and process capabilities 
for project and programme support.   12 40% 

Mismatching budget expectations and 
actual project costs.   6 20% 

Trapped in “silositis” – unable to see the 
system impact (integrative).   9 30% 

Reducing project scope to fit the initial 
budget, followed by undisciplined 
upward variations.   9 30% 

Inability to create a 
trust/support/cohesion culture (relational 
management).   3 10% 
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Poor motivational leadership.   14 47% 

Pushing for unrealistic time frames 
which impede conceptualisation.   18 60% 

Arbitrary introduction of methodologies, 
believing it would solve the dearth of 
management acumen.   5 17% 

Resource switching between projects.   8 27% 

Other, please specify   0 0% 

6.3. CONCLUSION OF SURVEY RESULTS 

6.3.1 Unrealistic time frames 

The pushing of unrealistic time frames is typical of project sponsors who: 

 Do not understand the project. 

 Are more concerned in the short term to please executives. 

 Lack leadership ability. 

6.3.2 Poor leadership 

This leads to the second highest rating of poor motivational leadership, and reiterates 

what has already been stated above.  The same applies for poor prioritisation and 

inaccurate firm information.   

6.3.3 Importance of a project sponsor 

The results and conclusions to each of the questions in the survey have clearly shown 

that the project sponsor’s role is extremely important and that the extent and 

complexity of the role varies, depending on the evolution of the company with regard 
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to BSPM and project structuring as a subset thereof.  In general, it can be clearly 

stated that project sponsorship performance is quite poor.   

6.4. CONCLUSION 

The survey conclusively highlights that the project sponsor’s role is very important and 

can be very complex; therefore, the project sponsor’s performance has a direct impact 

on project success or failure.   

This survey also gave value to the participants in teaching them more about the role 

of the project sponsor.  Clearly, the results show where project sponsors mainly need 

to improve their performance and thus directly improve their project success.  This 

survey and results confirm the work and statements made in previous chapters. 

The following chapter provides the final concluding remarks and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1. INTRODUCTION 

The research design and methodology, the research process, the research problem, 

research question, investigative questions and survey findings are revisited, and final 

conclusions drawn.  In addition, a holistic reflective overview will be provided on the 

research.   

In this research, a high-level background was provided on the scope of the research 

taking place within the South African Information Technology and Software Project 

environments industry.  The research process was explained and the research design 

and methodology elaborated upon.  The research constraints were listed, and a high-

level overview provided of the chapter and content analysis of the proposed 

dissertation.   

The purpose of this dissertation was to:  

 Find solutions to what causes projects to fail due to the project sponsor.   

 Make sure that any project that suffers due to the project sponsor, will benefit from 

this research. 

 Ensure that any company involved in projects would gain from this research.   

 Formalise this research, so as to decrease project failure in the industry, which 

could have huge cost-saving implications. 

 Educate project sponsors on their role and responsibilities, based on the team and 

the structure of the company.   

 Educate team members in how to take on all or part of the project sponsor’s role. 



110 

This dissertation provided a background review of project failure and how it pertained 

to the project sponsor.  Many elements were covered which could cause a project to 

fail, and the project sponsor’s involvement within these; the main elements being: 

 Lack of understanding of the role of the project sponsor. 

 Not fulfilling their role as project sponsor. 

 Lack of understanding of projects and project management. 

 Not understanding and fulfilling their role in the external project environment. 

 Lack of understanding company structuring, strategy, strategy creation, strategy 

implementation and delivery. 

 Lack of understanding of the organisation’s business. 

Further, the dissertation covered, in depth, all the various aspects of the role and 

responsibilities of the project sponsor.  Through educating project sponsors on what 

their role and responsibilities are and giving them context and understanding, they can 

then apply their newfound knowledge and navigate this new environment.   

In this dissertation, to improve project sponsor performance pertaining to IS projects, 

and in support of the research question, the following investigative questions were 

researched: 

 How would the project sponsor and their role evolve, as a company evolves from a 

formal structure through to balanced scorecard programme management?  

 What percentage of projects fail due to the project sponsor?  And why?  

 What is the role of the project sponsor relating to high-performance teams, and how 

critical is their role to the team? 
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 Can the role of the project sponsor be partly assigned across to other members of 

the team, or be solely assumed by another member of the project team?   

7.2. CONCLUSIONS 

The percentage of projects that fail due to the project sponsor cannot be exactly 

defined, but it is high enough to warrant serious action being taken.  The various 

symptoms of project failure which have been covered in this dissertation lead to a 

critical aspect in ensuring project success – i.e. ensuring that projects do not suffer 

from these symptoms is the project sponsor’s role.  Projects could be improved upon 

by increasing the performance of the project sponsors by them fulfilling their roles and 

responsibilities correctly.   

This could be accomplished by an increase in project sponsor experience, training, 

education and a thorough understanding of their roles and responsibilities.  It is a fact 

that projects could be more successful if there was an increase in the performance by 

the project sponsors.  This dissertation researched how much of an effect the under- 

or over-performance of a project sponsor could have on the success of a project, and 

the corrective actions to be taken on improving the project sponsor’s performance in 

the necessary areas to increase the success of projects.   

The 38-question survey was designed specifically for its results.  There were two 

objectives for this survey: 

 To gain accurate information to be able to answer the dissertation’s investigative 

questions and make the necessary conclusions. 

 To teach participants the role of the project sponsor. 

The main areas highlighted in the survey pertaining to the role of the project sponsors, 

noted that project sponsors have to be in a senior position and have strong leadership 
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and political skills.  The project sponsor has to focus on ensuring that the project 

moves forward and that it achieves the maximum business benefits. 

It also highlighted that the less organisational structure and BS-based programme 

management there is within the organisation, the more complex the role of the project 

sponsor becomes.  This, in turn, also increases the risk of project failure and the 

maximisation of business benefit not being reached by the project. 

It was found that high-performance teams need high-performance leadership, and that 

high-performance teams were created and enhanced through a high-performance 

project sponsor.  When further analysing the structural questions, it was found that 

when the project sponsor role peaked in complexity and the organisational structure 

and BS-based programme management began to mature, staff began to demand that 

parts of the project sponsor’s role be reassigned or relinquished to them.   

This was occurring due to the company maturing, and also because the project 

sponsor’s role was decreasing in complexity, as there were other roles and processes 

taking care of certain aspects of the project sponsor’s role.  If the project sponsor’s 

role complexity is not reduced, the project sponsor will come into conflict with the 

organisational structures, processes, project and staff. 

In a company using BS-based programme management, the chief programme officer, 

programme managers, product managers and sponsors would be the links between 

strategy and executives, and projects and project managers.  With smaller or more 

informal companies where the only link is the project sponsor, they are the link 

between business and strategy, and the project and technicalities.  Thus, they fill both 

the external and internal gaps to the project, and, depending on the size and amount 

of gaps, the project sponsor’s role is either minor or very large.   

As the complexity of the role increases, so should the attention to the project by the 

sponsor, including the experience and education of the project sponsor.  If the inverse 
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occurs, where role complexity increases but the project sponsor spends less time, or 

the project sponsor has little or no experience or education appropriate to project 

sponsorship, project failure will increase.  Lack of leadership, management and 

business skills at senior level in any business always increases the risk of a disaster.   

High-performance teams must have high-performance team members who are team 

players, and following on from that, the project sponsor automatically has to be a high-

performance individual and a team player.  High-performance teams, as with any 

sports team, need high-performance coaches (project sponsors).  Without them, the 

team will fail to be a high-performance winning team on an ongoing basis. 

Project results and team performance could be improved by fulfilling the project 

sponsor’s roles and responsibilities towards improved performance.  This is as a result 

of a lack of project sponsor experience, training and education, and a lack of 

understanding of their roles and responsibilities within a project environment.  A project 

without the appropriate degree of sponsorship, will fail.   

Thus, the relationship that the project manager builds with the sponsor is the most 

critical relationship in the project, and the project manager relies on the project sponsor 

fulfilling their role. 

The project sponsor’s role has been covered extensively in this dissertation.  In 

summary, their role does evolve from that of purely approving the project to being a 

key team member of the project on a full-time basis, and then diminishes to very little 

or no involvement as the company matures with its structures and systems. 

There are many reasons, as discussed, for project failure.  The percentage of these 

failures that can be attributed to the sponsor cannot precisely be determined, but, 

within reason, a large percentage can be attributed to the project sponsor.  If one 

assumes that 50% of IS projects fail, then one can make the assumption that the 

organisation is responsible for the cause of the 50% failure rate.  Within the 
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organisation, blame then needs to be assigned to individuals.  Over the years, this has 

been passed on to the project manager.  With the evolution of the project managers’ 

role through organisations as PMI and IPMA, i.e. Project Management Institute and 

International Project Management Association, project managers are fulfilling their 

roles and can say, “I did my job perfectly and as per my training and job description”.  

So where does the blame then get assigned or the problem exist?  The project 

sponsor. 

Given that a perfect organisation would not need a project sponsor as it would have 

the correct delivery structure, methodologies, roles and so forth, these organisations 

are, however, very few and far between, and one also has to question a company that 

does not normally do projects, and, for example, is purely operational and is a smaller 

or medium-sized company.  Thus, the role of the project sponsor starts to exist and 

actually grows to the point that it becomes a very specific role where they are held 

accountable for the project and thus have become a major contributor to the success 

or failure of a project.   

As covered in the dissertation, the appearance of the project sponsor role, and to what 

depth or complexity the role carries, gives a reasonably accurate yardstick to show 

what point the company’s evolution has reached.  The complexity of the project 

sponsors role also helps pinpoint the general project problems within the organisation.  

As the organisation grows so the role of the project sponsor grows in complexity, as 

the organisation moves towards balanced-scorecard-based programme management 

the role of the project sponsor as defined in this dissertation, diminishes towards 

extinction. 

The project sponsor is the gap filler, i.e. “Jack of all trades”.  Executives need to see 

where the gaps are within the project, and assign the correct project sponsor with the 

appropriate skills, ability and experience.  The project sponsor has to understand these 

gaps and fulfil them correctly, and not either run for cover or do more than fill the gaps 

and become a nuisance on the project.  Either way, it causes the project’s own risks 

and issues to increase, and possibly cause the project to fail – i.e., if there is no product 
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manager involved in the project, then there is a gap, and the project sponsor needs to 

stand in as the “product manager” as one of the project gaps, or find a product 

manager. 

If there is BS-based programme management running optimally in a company, with a 

chief programme officer, programme managers, senior project managers, project 

managers and project teams all having the correct technical expertise and the correct 

systems, methodologies and processes running optimally, a project process and a 

project approval board, there would be no use for project sponsors on projects.  This 

is the ideal situation which most often does not exist, and, hence, the project sponsor 

exists to fill the gap where applicable. 

One of the roles that highlights an organisation’s growth and evolution is that of the 

role of the project sponsor.  At some point in an organisation’s evolution, the 

organisation will most likely have a project sponsor/s, and hopefully, at some point in 

the organisation’s evolution, project sponsors will become extinct, and, hopefully, due 

to BS-based programme management, and not because of the role placed onto the 

project manager/s or the project office manager.   

The project sponsor represents the customer or internal organisation, and is 

accountable for the project delivering the maximum business value and achieving the 

strategic goal optimally.  Their level of involvement depends on the structure of the 

business, strategy, strategy methodology and enablement, and to what point the 

company has evolved.   

The project sponsor, as defined in this dissertation, could possibly fulfil a role 

consisting of five key areas: 

 Project sponsor base or core role. 

 Project manager, wherever the project manager has a lack of skills or experience. 
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 Internal to the project team where there is a lack of skills or experience such as 

businesses analysis or product management. 

 External to the project team, such as customer liaison or project buy-in at all levels, 

not only executive. 

 Programme or chief programme officer (CPO) when the project sponsor is the 

sponsor of multiple projects. 

From the literature review it was ascertained that the project sponsor’s role could be 

very large and complex, or was absolutely minimal and simply financial approval for 

the project.  With the education received from Cranefield College through completion 

of a Masters Dissertation, the researcher identified that organisational structure and 

balanced scorecard based programme management were variables that resulted in 

the project sponsor role as defined in this dissertation changing dynamically.  This was 

the main cause of project failure in relation to the project sponsor role.  If the project 

sponsor role was not correct to suit the current organisational structure and the project 

sponsors were not aware and trained in their current role, it was inevitable that project 

failure would increase. 

In the literature review, a list was created from various authors, in trying to define the 

base or core role of the project sponsor.  There were many elements of a project 

sponsor listed and quoted by various authors as part of the role and responsibility of 

the project sponsor.  Many of these elements, in conclusion, could form part of the role 

of the project sponsor, but not the core role as per the above five key areas.  The 

elements actually formed part of other roles, as part of the other four key areas 

mentioned.   

If there was an efficient and effective organisational structure and BS-based 

programme management implemented, the role of the project sponsor would reduce 

to its core or base role and possibly even less.  There were 27 elements/project 

sponsor activities listed in the literature review, and many were removed, as it was 
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obvious that these activities belonged to other roles in the organisation, but due to the 

lack of those roles in the organisations studied by the authors, these activities were 

assumed by the project sponsor.   

The project sponsor would assume all the additional activities as per the definition of 

a project sponsor, “maximise business value through the project” and to accomplish 

this would do ‘whatever it takes’, including filling ‘the gaps’ and assuming other role 

responsibilities.  Once a number of sponsors had filled certain activities of other roles 

for a time in an organisation, it was assumed to be part of their role.   

Researching these 27 key elements, and many more, the elements that definitely 

belonged to other roles were removed, and the questionnaire based on the remaining 

or questionable elements or elements more than often possibly formed part of the 

project sponsor role.   

From the literature review and questionnaire results, the following activities and 

abilities were found to be the core role of a project sponsor as defined in this 

dissertation: 

 Ensures the project is continuously aligned to the organisation’s strategy. 

 Maximises business value through the project, and continuously after the project. 

 Is held accountable for the business value delivered by the project. 

 Clears roadblocks and solves issues quickly. 

 Champions the project team (leadership, direction and focus). 

 Understands the project complexity and the organisation. 

 Empowers and supports the project manager. 

 Controls the scope/business requirement of the project and provides governance. 
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 Makes all final decisions on the project.   

 Reviews project progress and approves phases. 

 Owns, or has a vested interest in, the project or product once it is complete. 

 Approves the project. 

 Markets the project and ensures executive buy-in. 

 Ensure the correct skills and amount of resources are assigned to the project. 

 Manages the external environment to the project. 

All other activities and abilities form part of other roles, such as the project manager, 

product manager, programme manager and chief programme officer.  The project 

sponsor fulfils part of these roles: 

 To ensure maximum business value is delivered through the project. 

 When other project sponsors do not understand their role. 

 There is no resource available to temporarily fulfil the gap. 

 The project sponsor’s background and experience originates from the area where 

there is a lack of skill.   

The IS development company suffered from a lack of organisation structure in that 

there was no balanced scorecard based programme management, the organisational 

structure was lacking, and the organisation was growing incredibly fast (staff 

complement was growing at 20% plus per year).  Thus, the project sponsors often 

fulfilled all five key areas.  Over the time of this dissertation, the project maturity 

increased.  Thus, the project sponsor role was reduced to four key areas.   
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The other problematic areas within the IS development company were that project 

sponsors were not trained or aware of their role as a project sponsor; thus, project 

sponsors did not fulfil their role correctly.  Secondly, many of the project sponsors’ 

background lay in programming, and they would often micromanage or become 

involved in programming and the technicalities of the project, and did not focus on the 

technicalities of the product and maximising business value through the project.   

On re-interviewing staff at the IS development company, it was found that the 

organisational structure had started to mature, with senior project/programme 

managers being introduced (Figure 7.2), and the introduction of the role of product 

managers, and further to this, a project approval board where projects are approved 

and sponsors are assigned.   

Thus, the project sponsor role is at 75% through its cycle.  The role started as a role 

with a single activity of approving a project, and then became a very complex role 

involving all five key areas.  As the organisational structure has matured, the role has 

started to diminish back to a core project sponsor role.  This can be seen in the figures 

below.   

In Figure 7.1 the IS development company is currently over the apex and at the phase 

of “Implement Project System”.  In Figure 7.2 the IS development company is over the 

apex and is between “PSO Manager” and Programme Manager”. 
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Figure 7-1 Project sponsor role vs organisational growth (source: Researcher’s own) 
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Figure 7-2  Project sponsor role vs project structure (source: Researcher’s own) 

The phenomenon of IS project failure has been in existence for many years and has 

in more recent years become a relevant topic calling for investigation and further study.   

The most significant and relevant reasons for IS project failure span from the internal 

project environment through to the external project environment.  Identifying and 

analysing these reasons within the environment of any anticipated IS project, will 

establish a base from which a successful IS project could be initiated. 
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The role of the project sponsor is partly assigned across to other members of the team, 

or solely assumed by another member of the project team.  This happens as the 

company evolves in structure, and the involvement and complexity of the project 

sponsor’s role diminishes, as parts of their role are assigned correctly to other staff 

members in the evolving organisational structure, or are no longer needed. 

The sponsor is the one person who has ultimate authority over the project.  The project 

sponsor (owner) provides project funding, resolves issues and scope changes, 

approves major deliverables and provides high-level direction.  They also champion 

the project within their organisation.  Depending on the project, and the organisational 

level, the project sponsor (owner) may delegate day-to-day tactical management to 

another resource on the project.  If assigned, the resource represents the sponsor on 

a day-to-day basis, and makes most of the decisions requiring sponsor approval.  If 

the decision is too complex, the resource will take it to the sponsor for resolution. 

The project sponsor as defined in this dissertation is a manager with demonstrative 

interest in the outcome of the project, who is responsible for securing spending 

authority and resources for the project.  The project sponsor acts as a vocal and visible 

champion, legitimises the project’s goals and objectives, keeps abreast of major 

project activities, and is a decision maker for the project.   

The project sponsor will participate in and/or lead project initiation and the 

development of the project charter.  He or she will participate in project planning (high 

level) and the development of the project initiation plan.  The project sponsor provides 

support to the project manager, assists with major issues, problems, and policy 

conflicts, removes obstacles, is active in planning the scope, approves scope changes, 

signs off on major deliverables, and signs off on approvals to proceed to each 

succeeding project phase.   

The project sponsor generally chairs the steering committee on large projects.  The 

project sponsor may elect to delegate any of the above responsibilities to other 
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personnel either on or outside the project team, this is generally frowned upon as it 

may increase project risks but could also be a sign that the company structures and 

processes are maturing and that the project sponsors role complexity has peaked and 

needs to begin diminishing.  The sponsor acts on the behalf of his or her organisation 

to assure that the project that is created, reduces cost, increases productivity, or in 

some other way adds business value.  Ultimate responsibility for the success or failure 

of a project rests with this person and then finally the organisation. 

A sponsor needs to have prior experience in project management with a mentorship 

or coaching background.  And also the project sponsor (owner) should have a good 

understanding of business needs and internal political issues.   

Other desirable attributes of a client/sponsor are: 

 The capacity to organise a team effort. 

 The ability to scrutinise and select team members or a vendor. 

 Willingness to explore radical solutions. 

 The ability to secure and manage budgets. 

 To be a strong dynamic leader by providing leadership to the project. 

 Excellent problem solver. 

 An understanding of the organisation and its workings. 

 Relevant technical knowledge pertaining to the project and organisation. 

Project sponsors’ represent the customer or internal organisation and are accountable 

for the project delivering the maximum business value and achieving the strategic goal 

optimally.  The size and complexity of the project sponsor’s role however varies greatly 

in achieving this, based on the maturity of the organisational structure and systems. 



124 

The project sponsor’s role complexity decreases, and may not even be needed if there 

is balanced-scorecard-based programme management running optimally in an 

organisation with a chief programme officer, programme managers, senior project 

managers, project managers.  And project teams all having the correct technical 

expertise and the correct systems, methodologies and processes, a project approval 

and reporting process, and a project approval board.  This is the ideal situation which 

most often does not exist and hence the project sponsor exists to fill the gap where 

applicable.   

The role of the project then takes on a totally different meaning since it is assumed by 

the head of a business unit who happens to be the customer for whom the deliverable 

is produced.  The causes of the project sponsor’s role changing in involvement and 

complexity is even more important in companies where: (in order of importance from 

highest to lowest) 

 The organisational structure is incorrect. 

 There is unacceptable project failure. 

 A formal project management approach to projects is not employed. 

 Project managers are out of their depth and burning out. 

 The project has exceptionally high cost, risk, scope, technical issues, timelines, 

volatility or politics. 

 Programme or portfolio managers do not exist. 

 High-risk projects are run. 

 Outsourced project managers are used. 

 The project manager’s roles are very defined and specific, and other roles are not. 

 An organisational value chain that delivers efficiently and effectively is not present. 
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 Managers are not yet focused on creating and leading high-performance teams. 

 BS-based programme management has not been implemented.   

His or her level of involvement and role complexity depends on, and is directly 

influenced by, the structure of the business, value chain, strategy delivery, strategy 

methodology and enablement, and to what point the company has evolved.  Their level 

of involvement and role complexity varies greatly from an almost non-existent role 

where they possibly only approve a project, through to a full-time role, where they are 

fully immersed in the project. 

The variables (listed below) were proven to have an influence on each other: 

 Project sponsor (poor/weak to fulfil roles and responsibilities). 

 Percentage of failed projects (low percentage to high percentage). 

 Composition of the team (and roles and responsibilities). 

 Structure of the company. 

 Sponsors defined roles and responsibilities in the company. 

To further prove these variable relationships, and to also do a quick face-value 

judgment of a company’s projects, five simple questions can be asked: 

 What is the project failure rate? 

 At what level is the organisational structure?  And is BS-based programme 

management used, and to what extent? 

 How minor or complex is the job description of the project sponsor in the company, 

and does each project sponsor differ, is there a standard role, and have they been 

coached, trained or advised on their role? 
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 Are project sponsors held accountable for projects to deliver maximum business 

value? 

 At what level are project systems implemented (software, processes and 

methodology), and what is their level of success and value delivery? 

The short-term solution is that project sponsors need to be aware of their role, need 

to perform their role correctly, and need to be trained, coached and educated.  This is 

a short-term solution, and is not always the ideal long-term solution.  This dissertation 

was focused on the role of the sponsor and their education. 

The long-term solution pertains to the organisational structure.  The reason project 

sponsors’ roles have become far more than they should be in many circumstances, is 

due to weaknesses in the organisational structure.  The structure should include an 

organisational organogram, strategy creation and delivery, maturity of all job roles and 

descriptions, efficiency and the correct levels of all processes, procedures and 

methodologies, maturity of systems, and the existence of high-performance teams and 

BS-based programme management.  The greater the lack of organisational structure, 

the greater the role of the project sponsor (‘Jack of all trades’).  Over the long term, as 

the organisational structure matures and is optimised, the role of the project sponsor 

will diminish. 

A combination of both of the above solutions should be implemented in parallel.  This 

research has pinpointed where in the project cycle the project sponsor’s role can be 

improved upon, and also a means to define, measure, control and improve the role of 

the project sponsor.  The dynamic evolution of the project sponsor’s role in regard to 

improving project sponsor performance, has been covered. 

This dissertation will have both a personal benefit and a benefit to the IS project 

industry at large, especially in South Africa where most companies are in the embryo 

stages of using project sponsors, and have not even started to venture into the area 
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of BS-based programme management, where programme managers and chief 

programme officers fulfil much of the role of the project sponsor. 



128 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Betts, M. 2003. Why IT projects fail. [Online] Available at 

http://www.computerworld.com/s/article/84266/Why_IT_projects_fail. [Accessed 

February 2010]. 

Brown, D.R. & Harvey, D. 2006. An experiential approach to organisation 

development.  7th International edition.  Upper Saddle River: Pearson Prentice Hall.   

Coleman, D. 1997. Groupware: a land of high failure rates. Computer Reseller News, 

762:167. (March 2007). 

Computer Weekly. 2002. Business needs IT at its heart. [Online] Available at 

http://www.computerweekly.com/Articles/2002/11/28/191278/Business-needs-IT-at-its-

heart.htm.  Accessed February 2011. 

Covey, S.R. 1989. The 7 habits of highly effective people. Provo: Covey Leadership 

Center.  

CSC (Computer Science Corporation) Index Research And Advisory Services.  1997. 

The likelihood of project failure can be reliably assessed even before the business 

systems analysis stage starts. CSC Index Research and Advisory Services. [Online] 

Available at http://www.csc.ncsu.edu/research/tech/reports.php. [Accessed 28 March 

2010]. 

Cushing, C. 2002. Stem the flood of IT waste. Computer Weekly: 22, July 18. 

Englund, R.L. & Bucero, A. 2006. Project sponsorship, achieving commitment for 

project success.  San Francisco: Jossey Bass.    

http://www.computerworld.com/s/article/84266/Why_IT_projects_fail
http://www.computerweekly.com/Articles/2002/11/28/191278/Business-needs-IT-at-its-heart.htm
http://www.computerweekly.com/Articles/2002/11/28/191278/Business-needs-IT-at-its-heart.htm
http://www.csc.ncsu.edu/research/tech/reports.php


129 

Furton, M.T. 2003. Discovering the true cause of failure in custom software 

development projects. Computer & Internet Lawyer, 20(5):1-3, May 1. 

Gido, J. & Clements, J.P. 2009. Successful project management. Cincinnati: South-

Western Publishing. 

Hitech Dimensions. 2002. Why do IT (Information Technology) projects fail? (and how 

to avoid such failures). Reston: Hitech Dimensions Inc. 

Hussey, J. & Hussey, R. 1997. Business Research: A Practical Guide for 

Undergraduate and Postgraduate Students. London: Macmillan. 

IT Cortex. 2010. Failure Rate: Statistics over IT projects’ failure rate. [Online] Available 

at http://www.it-cortex.com.  [Accessed January 2011]. 

Kaplan, R.S. & Norton, D.P. 2001. The strategy-focused organization: how balanced 

scorecard companies thrive in the new business environment. Boston: Harvard 

Business School Press. 

Kapur, G. 2006. Sponsorship is not a spectator sport. [Online]. Available 

from:http://www.computerworld.com/action/article.do?command=viewArticleBasic&ar

ticleId=90155 [Accessed 13/03/2006]. 

Kerzner, H. 1998. Project management: a systems approach to planning, scheduling 

and controlling. 6th edition. New York: Wiley. 

Love, N.A. & Brant-Love, J. 2000. The project sponsor guide. Newtown Square: 

Project Management Institute.    

Lynch, R.L. 1997. Corporate strategy. London: Pitman. 

http://www.it-cortex.com/


130 

Mateyasuk, J. 1999. On time, budget projects key. Computer Reseller News, 866:54. 

McKague, A. 1998a. Time has come to deal with issue of IT failures. Computing 

Canada, 24 (22), p.9, January 8. 

McKague, A. 1998b. The Darwinian theory of project management. Computing 

Canada, 24(31):13, August 24. 

Melymuka, K. 2006. Firing your project sponsor. [Online]. Available from: 

http://www.computerworld.com/managementtopics/management/project/story/0, 

10801,90317,00.html [Accessed 16 March 2008]. 

Murray, J.P. 2001. Recognizing the responsibility of a failed information technology 

project as a shared failure. Information Systems Management, 18(2):25-30. 

Obeng, E. 2003. Perfect projects. Beaconsfield, Bucks.: Pentacle Works The Virtual 

Media Company. 

Office of Government Commerce. 2005. Common causes of project failure.  [Online]. 

Available from: 

http://www.ogc.gov.uk/sdtoolkit/reference/ogc_library/bestpracticebriefings/causespr

ojfailure.pdf [Accessed  16 March 2008]. 

Remenyi, D., Williams, B., Money, A., & Swartz, E. 1998. Research in Business and 

Management: an introduction to process and method. London: Sage Publications Ltd.  

Schneider, K. 2002. Non-technical factors are key to ensuring project success.  

Computer Weekly: 4, February 28. 

Smith, D.C., Becker, M., Burns-Howell, J. & Kyriakides, J. 2002. Creating high-

performance IS teams. South African Computer Journal, 28:21-29. 

http://www.computerworld.com/managementtopics/management/project/story/0
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/sdtoolkit/reference/ogc_library/bestpracticebriefings/causesprojfailure.pdf
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/sdtoolkit/reference/ogc_library/bestpracticebriefings/causesprojfailure.pdf


131 

Smith, H.J. & Keil, M. 2003. The reluctance to report bad news on troubled software 

projects: a theoretical model.  Information Systems Journal, 13(1):69-95, January. 

Standish Group. 1995. The CHAOS Report. Boston: The Group. 

Standish Group International. 1999. Chaos: A recipe for success. Boston: The Group. 

Steyn, P.G. 2005. Balanced-scorecard-based corporate strategy. Pretoria: Cranefield 

College of Project & Programme Management. (MOD M4). 

Steyn, P.G. 2005. Creating high-performance project and process teams. Pretoria: 

Cranefield College of Project & Programme Management.  (MOD M5, NQF Level 7). 

Steyn, P.G. 2005. Organisational quality and performance management. Pretoria: 

Cranefield College of Project & Programme Management.  (MOD M3, NQF Level 7). 

Steyn, P. 2009. The Emergent Role of Chief Programme Officer. [Online] Available at 

http://www.pmworldtoday.net/featured_papers/2009/nov/FP-STEYN-

EmergentCPO.html. [Accessed 24 June, 2010]. 

Whiting, R. 1998. Development in disarray. Software Magazine, 18(12):20. 

http://www.pmworldtoday.net/featured_papers/2009/nov/FP-STEYN-EmergentCPO.html
http://www.pmworldtoday.net/featured_papers/2009/nov/FP-STEYN-EmergentCPO.html


132 

APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 The 23-question survey 

What is your role? 

How much project success is there in your company? 

Does the performance/success of your projects get measured in your company? 

How advanced, on average, are project managers in your company in terms of 

experience and qualifications? 

Do your project managers do more than is the norm? 

Does your organisation have a strategy creation and delivery process and 

methodology such as BSPM (balanced scorecard programme management)? 

Is there a correct level of Organisational Value Chain ‘delivery structure’, in Your 

Company (i.e.  is your company structured correctly)?  

Is there a correct level of Organisational Value Chain ‘delivery structure’ in your 

Customer’s Company (i.e.  is your customer’s company structured correctly)? 

How much project structure such as a PMO, and project roles such as project 

administrator, project coordinator, junior project manager, project leader, project 

manager, senior project manager, programme manager, project portfolio manager, 

PSO manager, PMO manager, PO manager, project director, project methodologies, 

and project systems, are there? 

Is there always the correct staff, with the necessary skills and experience on every 

project? 

How large is the job description of a project sponsor in your organisation, or do they 

just approve the finance? Are they held accountable for project success and 

performance, and bonuses as a project sponsor added to their normal job function, 

and do project sponsors have a formal job description when sponsoring or owning a 

project? 
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How important do you feel a project sponsor is to your projects? 

How many hours a week does your project sponsor spend on your project? 

How many hours a week do you feel your project sponsor should spend on your 

project? 

Are project sponsors officially rated on their performance as project sponsors in 

your organisation and does this form part of their bonus? 

Do your project sponsors do more than is the norm? 

Does you project sponsor overreact and start to micromanage and interfere with the 

project manager role, or are they too distant? 

Are all projects assigned sponsors, or just projects that have high risk and/or are 

different to the norm? 

Do you feel your project sponsor effectively fills the gaps where needed to ensure 

project success and value delivery of the project to gain maximum business benefit 

and achieves the strategic goal optimally with the project as efficiently and 

effectively as possible? 

Do you feel your project sponsor knows what they are doing and has the necessary 

experience and skills? 

Have project sponsor roles over the years, in your company, become more, or less, 

complex? 

Which number on the graph best explains your company currently, (project sponsor 

evolution in relation to organisational evolution)? 

Which number on the graph best explains your company currently, (project sponsor 

evolution in relation to project role structuring)? 
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Appendix 2 Breakdown of the 23 question survey 

What amount of project success or failure is there in organisations? 

1. What is your Role? 

 Project administrator 

 Project coordinator 

 Junior project manager 

 Project manager 

 Senior project manager 

 Programme manager 

 Chief project officer 

 Project director 

 Project sponsor (owner) 

 Project team member 

 Team lead/technical Lead 

 Want to get involved in projects 

 End user 

 Account manager 

 Project/solution sales 

 Product manager 
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 Manager 

 Customer 

 Stakeholder 

2. How much project success is there in your company? 

 No success 

 Seldom successful 

 Often successful 

 Always successful 

3. Does the performance/success of your projects get measured in your 

company? 

 No 

 Seldom  

 Often  

 Always 

4. How advanced, on average, are project managers in your company in terms 

of experience and qualifications? 

 Definitely need more experience and qualifications 

 Need a little more than they have now 

 On average they are above standard 
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 A high level of skills and experience 

5. Do your project managers do more than is the norm? 

 Never 

 Seldom 

 Often 

 Always 

Amount of strategy structure in organisations? 

6. Does your organisation have a strategy creation and delivery process and 

methodology such as BSPM (balanced scorecard programme management)? 

 Nothing 

 A little but nothing to write home about 

 Yes, but could still do with improvement 

 Yes, they have one and it works very well 

7. Is there a correct level of Organisational Value Chain ‘delivery structure’ in Your 

Company (i.e.  is your company structured correctly)?  

 Nothing  

 A little, but nothing to write home about 

 Yes, but could still do with improvement 

 Yes, they have one and it works very well 
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8. Is there a correct level of Organisational Value Chain “delivery structure” in your 

Customers Company (I.e.  Is your customers company structured correctly)? 

 Nothing 

 A little, but nothing to write home about 

 Yes, but could still do with improvement 

 Yes, they have one and it works very well 

Amount of project structure and clarity of project roles. 

9. How much project structure such as a PMO, and project roles such as project 

administrator, project coordinator, junior project manager, project leader, project 

manager, senior project manager, programme manager, project portfolio manager, 

PSO manager, PMO manager, PO manager, project director, project methodologies 

and project systems, is there? 

 None 

 Some 

 Fairly well set up, but still more needed 

 Very well structured 

10. Is there always the correct staff with the necessary skills and experience, on 

every project? 

 Never 

 Seldom 

 Often 
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 Always 

How defined and advanced is the project sponsor’s role in organisations? 

11. How large is the job description of a project sponsor in your organisation or 

do they just approve the finance? Are they held accountable for project success and 

performance, and bonuses as a project sponsor added to their normal job function, 

and do project sponsors have a formal job description when sponsoring or owning a 

project? 

 Don’t have project sponsors 

 Only approve finance 

 Are held accountable for project success 

 Are held accountable for project success and are an integral part of the team 

 They have such a large role, I don’t know how they do their normal day-to-day job 

as well 

12. How important do you feel a project sponsor is to your projects? 

 Not at all 

 Sometimes 

 Quite useful 

 Critical to have on a project 

13. How many hours a week does your project sponsor spend on your project? 

 0 
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 1 

 2 

 4 

 8 

 16 

 24 

 32 

 40 

 48 

 56 

14. How many hours a week do you feel your project sponsor should spend on 

your project? 

 0 

 1 

 2 

 4 

 8 

 16 

 24 

 32 
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 40 

 48 

 56 

15. Are project sponsors officially rated on their performance as project sponsors 

in your organisation and does this form part of their bonus? 

 Never 

 Sometimes 

 Often 

 Always 

16. Do your project sponsors do more than is the norm? 

 Never 

 Seldom 

 Often 

 Always 

17. Does your project sponsor overreact and start to micromanage and interfere 

with the project manager role, or are they too distant? 

 Micromanage 

 Do just fine 

 Are too distant 
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18. Are all projects assigned sponsors or just projects that have high risk and/or 

are different to the norm? 

 All projects 

 Only projects that are out of the norm or have a high risk 

19. Do you feel your project sponsor effectively fills the gaps where needed to 

ensure project success and value delivery of the project to gain maximum business 

benefit, and achieves the strategic goal  with the project as efficiently and effectively 

as possible? 

 Never 

 Seldom 

 Often 

 Always 

20. Do you feel your project sponsor knows what they are doing and has the 

necessary experience and skills? 

 No 

 A little, but still has a long way to go 

 Getting there, but still room for improvement 

 Yes 

21. Have project sponsor roles, over the years in your company, become more, or 

less complex? 
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 We just started using project sponsors 

 More complex 

 Incredibly complex 

 Less complex 

 A huge amount less complex 

 We are busy phasing out project sponsors 

22. Which number on the graph best explains your company currently, (project 

sponsor evolution in relation to organisational evolution)? 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 8 

 9 
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23. Which number on the graph best explains your company currently, (project 

sponsor evolution in relation to project role structuring)? 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 8 
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 9 
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Appendix 3 Summarised 7-question survey 

How much project success or failure is there in your organisation? 

What level of strategy, structuring and value delivery is there in your organisation? 

How much project structure such as a PMO, and project roles such as project 

administrator, project coordinator, junior project manager, project leader, project 

manager, senior project manager, programme manager, project portfolio manager, 

PSO manager, PMO manager, PO manager, project director, project methodologies 

and project systems, is there? 

Which number on the graph best explains your company currently (Project Sponsor 

Evolution in relation to organisational evolution)? 

Which number on the graph best explains your company currently (project sponsor 

evolution in relation to project role structuring)? 

To what level are project systems used and how successful are they (software, 

methodology, processes)? 

How would you rate the performance of the project sponsor in your organisation? 
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Appendix 4 Breakdown of summarised 7-question and answer survey 

1. How much project success or failure is there in your organisation? 

 Huge amount of project failure 

 A few project failures and a lot of challenged projects 

 Very few project failures and a few challenged projects 

 No project failures and very few challenged projects 

 No project failures and no challenged projects 

2. What level of strategy, structuring and value delivery is there in your 

organisation? 

 Our organisation does not even have anything of what is in the BSPM diagram 

below, let alone be efficient at it. 

 Our organisation is starting to look similar to the BSPM diagram but is very far from 

running efficiently in this manner. 

 Our organisation looks similar to the BSPM diagram below and we are reasonably 

efficient and effective and are deriving value. 

 Our organisation looks the same as the BSPM diagram below but we are still not 

deriving full value. 

 Our organisation is the same as the BSPM diagram below and we are gaining 

maximum value.   
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3. How much project structure such as a PMO, and project roles such as project 

administrator, project coordinator, junior project manager, project leader, project 

manager, senior project manager, programme manager, project portfolio manager, 

PSO manager, PMO manager, PO manager, project director, project methodologies 

and project systems, is there? 

 None 

 Some 

 Fairly well set up but still more needed 

 Very well structured 

4. Which number on the graph best explains your company currently, (project 

sponsor evolution in relation to organisational evolution)? 
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 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 8 

 9 
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5. Which number on the graph best explains your company currently (project 

sponsor evolution in relation to project role structuring)? 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 8 

 9 
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6. To what level are project systems used and how successful are they, (software, 

methodology, processes)? 

 None 

 Some 

 Long way to go still, and starting to deliver value 

 Fairly well set up and value delivery is good 
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 Fully implemented and delivering full value 

7. How would you rate the performance of the project sponsors in your 

organisation? 

 Poor 

 Needs improvement 

 Reasonably good 

 High 


