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Introduction: The People Who Make Projects Matter

Every year, thousands of professionals earn project management credentials. They study frameworks,
practice techniques, and demonstrate competence in planning, execution, and control. The global
project management community has invested decades in developing this capability—in standards, in
education, in research, and in the systems that support practitioners at every stage of their careers. That
investment has produced results. Project managers are better prepared today than they have ever
been.

And yet, too many projects still fail to deliver what they promise. The reason is not because the project
managers are inadequate, but because the people who authorize, shape, and sustain projects have been
largely left to figure out what role they play on their own.

A colleague of mine, Trevor, put it plainly: We are training more doctors but we also need to improve
the whole healthcare system. The analogy is unsettling because it is accurate. A well-trained clinician
operating in a broken system produces outcomes that reflect the system, not the training. The same is
true in project delivery. A well-prepared project manager working without effective sponsorship is
operating in conditions that constrain what they can achieve—not because of anything they have done,
but because the people responsible for the governance environment around their work have not been
given the same level of preparation, support, or clarity about what their role actually requires.

This guide exists because of that gap.

Sponsors are the people who authorize projects and remain accountable for whether those projects
continue to justify their investment. They translate organizational strategy into mandates that delivery
teams can act on. They govern trade-offs that project managers cannot resolve alone. They make the
decisions that determine whether a project adapts when conditions change or drifts while everyone
waits for someone with authority to act. They are the connection between what an organization intends
and what its projects ultimately produce.

That is an enormous amount of consequence to carry—and it has been carried, for the most part,
without a shared understanding of what carrying it well requires. Sponsors have been named, not
developed. Accountability has been assigned, not supported. The role has been treated as an extension
of seniority rather than a discipline in its own right. And the costs of that assumption—in deferred
decisions, eroded mandates, ungoverned trade-offs, and value that never fully materializes—have been
absorbed quietly into the normal variation of project outcomes, rarely traced back to the sponsorship
gap that produced them.

This guide is our attempt to close that gap.

It draws on the Project Management Institute (PMI) and PMI-GPM (GPM Global) ecosystems of
standards and practice guides—on the governance frameworks, Project Management Offices: A Practice
Guide (PMI, 2025), the sustainability standards embedded in the P5—and connects them to the practical
reality of what sponsors face when delivery is underway and conditions are not ideal. It is not a
theoretical treatment of governance. It is a working guide for the people who sit at the intersection of
organizational strategy and project delivery, and who are accountable for whether that intersection
produces value or simply produces activity.
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| have spent my career arguing that sustainability belongs inside governance—not alongside it, not as a
reporting obligation, but as part of how organizations decide which work is worth doing and whether it
remains worth doing as the world changes. That argument runs through this guide, but the central
concern is wider than sustainability: It is about the quality of decision-making at the level where
decisions about projects are actually made—and about giving the people who make those decisions the
clarity, the tools, and the preparation they deserve.

Project managers have earned that. It is time sponsors did too.

The chapters that follow are organized as a progression. They begin with what sponsorship is and why it
matters, move through the practical disciplines of mandate, governance, and gatekeeping, address
sustainability and organizational dynamics, and close with what responsible sponsorship demands of the
people who carry it. Chapter 12 provides a set of practical aids for use at the point of decision. Chapter
13 makes the case—as directly as it can—for why none of what this guide covers can be systematized
away from the person at the center of it.

That person is the sponsor. This guide is for them.

Joel Carboni
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1. Sponsorship Determines Whether Projects
Succeed

A project can be well managed and still fail to deliver the intended value.
When it does, the cause is rarely delivery effort. We also need to
acknowledge the potential weakness in the decisions, authority, and
governance that shaped the work from the start. That is a sponsorship
challenge.

1.1 The Decisions That Shape Everything Else

For decades, project success has been described in terms of delivery performance: on time, on budget,
and on scope. These measures are still widely used. They are easy to understand, easy to report, and
easy to compare. They are also incomplete.

At the same time, roles such as project sponsor are often assigned as part of governance structures. The
risk is a lack of clear understanding of what the role requires. If that’s the case, the position exists, but
the accountability does not always follow. Sponsorship becomes a title attached to approval rather than
an active role in shaping decisions.

Delivery performance is not the same as success. It is a measure of execution against a plan. A project
can meet every delivery target and still fail to produce value because the outcomes it was meant to
create do not hold, the assumptions it rested on were never tested, or the decisions shaping it were
never properly governed. Sponsors are not accountable for execution alone. They are accountable for
whether the project remains justified, whether its outcomes persist, and whether its impacts remain
acceptable over time. Those conditions are not captured by time, cost, and scope. They are governed.

This distinction becomes visible when projects lose their way. Scope expands without authorization.
Decisions that require executive judgment pile up, unresolved. The business case erodes as assumptions
change, but no one with sufficient authority revisits it. The project manager manages, escalates, and
waits. The sponsor, overextended and under-briefed, engages only when the situation becomes a crisis.
By then, options have narrowed and cost has accumulated.

This is not an unusual story. It is the norm. And yet the sponsor role remains among the least defined,
least developed, and least supported in the project ecosystem.

This guide exists to change that.

Project management, like many professions, has developed deep expertise in how work is planned and
delivered. Methods have matured, standards have improved, and consistency has increased. What has
not always kept pace is the discipline of ensuring that the work being delivered remains worth doing.
Projects can be well managed and still fail to produce outcomes that justify their investment.

This guide focuses on that gap. It is not about improving how projects are delivered. It is about
strengthening how they are governed—so that the decisions shaping them lead to outcomes that
endure.
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It is written for executives and senior leaders who authorize and govern projects, and for the
organizations that depend on them to do it well. This is not a project management manual. It's not a
methodology guide. It's a governance guide for the people accountable for whether projects remain
worth doing.

Sponsorship sits at the intersection of strategy, governance, and delivery. Sponsors authorize projects,
define their mandate, establish decision boundaries, and remain accountable for whether the work
delivers outcomes that justify the investment. When sponsorship is effective, projects are resilient
under pressure. When it is weak, fragmented, or passive, even well-managed projects struggle.

This chapter establishes why sponsorship is a decisive factor in project success. It clarifies how
sponsorship differs from project management, how sponsorship decisions shape governance and
outcomes, and introduces common failure patterns. Later chapters build on this foundation to explore
governance, gatekeeping, sustainability, and decision-making in more detail.

1.2 Projects as Vehicles for Change

A project is a temporary initiative in a unique context undertaken to create value. That is the definition
that A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide)—Eighth Edition
establishes, and it matters for sponsors. The shift from product, service, or result to value is not
semantic. It reframes what projects exist to do and, by extension, what sponsors are accountable for.

Projects exist within a larger system: organizational strategy, operational environments, regulatory
constraints, and stakeholder expectations. Success depends on alignment across this system over time,
not on completing tasks as planned.

Many organizations still evaluate performance primarily through delivery metrics: schedule, cost, and
scope, all of which are necessary, but insufficient. A project can meet every target and still fail to
produce benefits that matter. Conversely, one that deviates from its original plan may succeed because
it delivered outcomes that justified the effort.

Sponsors operate at the level where this distinction is resolved. They are accountable for ensuring
delivery performance serves outcomes, not the other way around.

1.3 The Role of the Sponsor in the Project System

The sponsor is the individual accountable for the project’s continued justification. That accountability is
distinct from project management and cannot be delegated to delivery teams.

Sponsors operate at the point where organizational intent, investment decisions, and delivery
authorization intersect. Their role is to ensure the project remains aligned with strategic objectives,
justified as conditions change, and legitimate in the eyes of the organization and its stakeholders.

Sponsors are responsible for:

 Authorizing the project and confirming alignment with organizational strategy and portfolio
priorities
» Defining the project mandate, including objectives, success criteria, and decision tolerances
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 Establishing and maintaining governance arrangements, including decision rights and escalation
paths

» Ensuring continued justification as assumptions, risks, and external conditions evolve

 Acting as the escalation point for issues that exceed the project manager's authority

While project managers are accountable for managing delivery within agreed boundaries, sponsors are
accountable for the boundaries themselves—the clarity of purpose, the adequacy of resourcing, and the
governance mechanisms that enable timely, informed decision-making.

In practice, sponsors influence project success less through day-to-day involvement and more through
the quality of decisions made at authorization and the discipline with which those decisions are
revisited. Project authorization is not a single event. It is an ongoing responsibility.

1.4 Sponsorship and Project Management: Distinct but
Interdependent Roles

Clear separation between sponsorship and project management responsibilities is a consistent
characteristic of effective governance. When these roles are conflated or poorly defined, accountability
blurs and decision-making weakens.

Project managers are accountable for planning, coordinating, and controlling work to deliver agreed
results within defined boundaries. They operate within the mandate, decision tolerances, and
governance framework the sponsor establishes. Their authority is intentionally limited to enable
consistent oversight and escalation.

Sponsors do not manage tasks, schedules, or teams. Their accountability lies elsewhere: clarifying
priorities when objectives conflict, confirming which decisions may be made by the project manager and
which require escalation, revisiting mandates when assumptions no longer hold, and ensuring trade-offs
are governed explicitly rather than resolved informally.

When sponsors become involved in delivery detail, they undermine the project manager’s role and
dilute accountability. When they disengage from governance decisions, they leave project managers
exposed to pressures they cannot resolve. Both patterns reduce the likelihood of success.

Project managers enable delivery. Sponsors ensure legitimacy, coherence, and decision integrity. The
roles are distinct. Neither works well without the other.

1.5 From Strategy to Mandate

Organizational strategy expresses intent. Projects require authorization to act. The sponsor translates
strategic intent into a mandate that is sufficiently clear, bounded, and governed to support effective
delivery.

The term “mandate” is used deliberately here. It is not the same as a project charter, although the
charter may be one of the artifacts through which the mandate is expressed. A charter typically
documents the authorization to proceed. The mandate defines the intent, boundaries, and conditions
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under which that authorization remains valid over time. It is broader than a document and persists
beyond initial approval.

That translation is not automatic. Strategic objectives are often broad, aspirational, or internally
contested. Without deliberate sponsor intervention, delivery teams are left to interpret strategy
through assumptions, informal guidance, or competing stakeholder signals.

The project mandate is the sponsor’s primary instrument for resolving this gap. It establishes the
conditions under which the project is expected to proceed and succeed—clarity in purpose, priorities,
and decision boundaries—before delivery work begins. An effective mandate addresses the questions
that cannot be resolved through execution alone:

» What outcomes define success beyond completion of deliverables?

» How should competing objectives be prioritized when trade-offs are required?
» Which constraints are fixed, and which may be adjusted through governance?
» What decision tolerances apply, and when is escalation required?

» How will continued justification be assessed as conditions change?

When these questions remain implicit, projects proceed on untested assumptions. Delivery teams
reconcile strategic ambiguity through execution decisions. The result, over time, is misalignment,
rework, and erosion of value.

Translating strategy into mandate is the mechanism through which strategic intent becomes governed
work. It is one of the sponsor’s most consequential responsibilities, and one of the most deferred. The
relationship between strategy, mandate, justification, and value is often assumed rather than made
explicit. In practice, this relationship determines whether a project remains coherent over time. Figure 1
illustrates how these elements connect and where sponsorship operates.

The critical point is that sponsors operate at the levels where intent becomes governed work. When the
connection between these layers weakens, projects continue, but coherence is lost. Translating strategy
into mandate is the mechanism that prevents that breakdown.

10
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Defines Direction Strategy

Authorizes Project Mandate

Justifies Investment Business Case

Realized Outcome

Figure 1. Sponsorship Stack

1.6 Governance as a Decision System

Governance is frequently misunderstood as oversight, reporting, or compliance. It is a decision system: a
structured set of mechanisms that determine how decisions are made, who has authority to make them,
and when escalation is required.

Governance protects decision quality under conditions of uncertainty. Projects operate in environments
where assumptions change, risks evolve, and external pressures intensify. Governance provides the
means to respond deliberately rather than reactively.

Effective project governance includes:

« Clearly defined decision rights and escalation paths

» Agreed decision tolerances that indicate when sponsor or governance body involvement is
required

- Timely access to information relevant to strategic, financial, and sustainability-related trade-offs

 Structured points at which assumptions, risks, and continued justification are revisited

Weak governance manifests in predictable ways: Decisions are deferred until issues become urgent,
trade-offs are made informally to preserve momentum, risks are documented but not acted upon, and
escalation is avoided to maintain the appearance of progress. These are not failures of process. They are
failures of decision discipline.

Strong governance, supported by active sponsorship, enables projects to adapt while maintaining
coherence. It creates space for timely escalation, explicit trade-offs, and informed reauthorization when
conditions change. Effective governance does not slow delivery. It reduces disruption by addressing
issues before options narrow.

11
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Governance Thresholds and Decision Integrity

Governance thresholds define the boundaries within which routine decision-making can occur. They
establish the limits of delegated authority and signal when a decision moves beyond delivery
management into sponsorship.

They are not bureaucratic checkpoints. They are the points at which the nature of the decision changes.
Within thresholds, delivery teams can act. At thresholds, the question is no longer how to execute, but
whether the current course remains justified.

At these points, sponsor authority is not optional. Decision rights shift. Escalation is no longer
discretionary, and continuation cannot be treated as routine. Explicit sponsor attention and, where
appropriate, formal reauthorization are required.

Not all changes can be managed within these tolerances. Certain conditions indicate that the project has
moved beyond them. These include material changes in external context, emerging impacts not
anticipated at authorization, loss of key assumptions underlying the business case, or the accumulation
of trade-offs that alter the balance of value, risk, and legitimacy.

When such conditions arise, continuing under standard governance arrangements is no longer
appropriate.

When thresholds are ignored, projects continue because of momentum, sunk cost, or optimism, even as
their risk profile and value proposition change. When thresholds are recognized and acted upon,
organizations retain the ability to adapt, redirect, or reauthorize work in a way that preserves decision
integrity and long-term value.

1.7 Common Sponsorship Failure Patterns

Sponsorship failures follow recognizable patterns across industries, delivery approaches, and
organizational contexts—rarely the result of poor intent. More often, they reflect unclear expectations,
insufficient capacity, or weak governance discipline. Recognizing these patterns allows sponsors and
organizations to intervene early, before delivery performance deteriorates or value erodes.

Passive Sponsorship

Passive sponsorship occurs when sponsors authorize a project but disengage from ongoing governance.
The sponsor remains formally accountable but rarely involved in mandate review, escalation decisions,
or reassessment of continued justification. PMI research has repeatedly identified active executive
sponsor engagement as a leading driver of project success, and its absence as a significant contributor to
underperformance and failure (PMI, 2014, 2021). Projects with poorly engaged sponsors are more likely
to experience late escalation, unresolved cross-functional conflicts, and misalignment between delivery
progress and organizational expectations.

12
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Ambiguous Mandates

Projects launched with unclear or internally inconsistent mandates are exposed to early drift. When
sponsors defer this work to project managers or delivery teams, execution decisions substitute for
governance decisions. The result is scope volatility, stakeholder conflict, and erosion of value—even
when delivery activities are competently managed.

Delegated Accountability

Delegated accountability occurs when sponsors assume that responsibility for mandate, justification, or
benefits realization can be transferred to project managers, steering committees, or project
management offices (PMOs). These roles play critical supporting functions, but they do not replace
sponsor accountability. When accountability is diffused, no single role has the authority to resolve
strategic conflicts or formally reauthorize the project as conditions change.

Governance by Exception

Governance by exception is a pattern where sponsors engage only when performance issues become
visible or urgent. Governance is triggered by failure rather than used to prevent it. PMI studies (PMI
2014) show that projects relying on late sponsor intervention are more likely to experience cost
overruns, schedule compression, and compromised outcomes. Late sponsor intervention places undue
pressure on delivery teams and reduces the organization’s ability to adapt deliberately.

Capacity and Capability Constraints

Many sponsors are assigned without sufficient preparation, role clarity, or capability. In some cases,
they have never managed a project, program, or portfolio themselves. They may be overextended,
unfamiliar with governance responsibilities, or unsupported by organizational structures.

This is not simply an individual gap. It reflects how organizations position the role. In functionally
oriented environments, sponsors may have authority but limited exposure to project-based delivery. In
more project-oriented environments, expectations are higher, but support and role definition do not
always keep pace. In both cases, the result is the same: Accountability is assigned without the conditions
required to exercise it effectively.

Organizations that invest in sponsor role definition, training, and governance support demonstrate
consistently higher rates of project success and value realization.

A related constraint is the assumption that more information improves decision quality. In many cases,
the issue is not the absence of data, but the ability to interpret it. Sponsors are often presented with
dashboards, metrics, and status reports that appear clear to the project team but are not fully
understood at the decision level. Visualizations create the impression of precision without ensuring
shared understanding.

Decisions made based on misunderstood or poorly contextualized information are not better decisions.
Responsible sponsorship requires not just access to information, but the ability to question what is being
presented, understand what it represents, and recognize what may be missing.

13
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1.8 The Sponsor Who Was Not Prepared

In many organizations, sponsors are not developed. They are assigned. An executive is named as
sponsor based on position, availability, or perceived authority, with the assumption that experience in
leadership translates directly into effective sponsorship.

In practice, this is rarely the case. Sponsors are often given responsibility without clear definition of
what that responsibility requires. Expectations are implicit rather than explicit. Guidance is limited.
Support is inconsistent. The sponsor is expected to provide direction, make decisions, and maintain
alignment—but without a shared understanding of what those responsibilities mean in practice or what
the governance structures are that should carry them.

This is not a problem of capability. It is a problem of definition. Sponsors who disengage, defer decisions,
or operate outside governance structures are not doing so because they lack experience. They are doing
so because the role they are expected to perform was never clearly established, and the system that
should support it was never built.

The consequences are structural. When the role is unclear, decisions are delayed or avoided, authority is
exercised inconsistently, and governance becomes procedural rather than decisive. None of these are
personal failures. They are predictable outcomes of an organizational condition—one that treating
sponsorship as a title rather than a capability reliably produces.

This guide addresses that condition directly. The STEWARD accountabilities in this chapter define what
the role requires. Chapter 8 examines what organizations must provide to make those accountabilities
consistently achievable.

1.9 Sustainability and the Evolving Sponsorship Context

Sustainability does not introduce a separate category of sponsorship responsibility. It changes the
context in which sponsorship decisions are made and evaluated.

Projects increasingly operate in environments shaped by regulatory expectations, stakeholder scrutiny,
resource constraints, climate-related risk, supply chain exposure, and longer-term societal impacts.
These factors influence not only delivery conditions but the durability of value and the legitimacy of
investment decisions. Sponsors must therefore consider a broader set of implications when authorizing,
governing, and continuing projects.

From a PMI-aligned perspective, sustainability is a dimension of value, not an independent objective.
PMI research on project success emphasizes that successful projects deliver value that is worth the
effort and expense, as perceived by key stakeholders. Sustainability-related considerations increasingly
shape that perception by influencing how outcomes are judged over time and across stakeholder
groups.

Ignoring sustainability-related context does not simplify sponsorship. It increases exposure to late-stage
risk, stakeholder conflict, and erosion of trust. Integrating sustainability into governance lets sponsors
address these pressures deliberately, using existing decision mechanisms rather than ad hoc responses.

14
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1.10 Implications for Sponsors and Organizations

The sponsor role remains one of the least standardized in the project ecosystem. In many organizations,
it is treated as a title rather than a capability. That creates predictable failure patterns: unclear
mandates, late decisions, weak escalation, and fragile value realization.

These accountabilities can be difficult to hold in view simultaneously. They are often understood in
isolation rather than as a connected system of responsibilities. Figure 2 presents these accountabilities
as a single construct.

The value of this construct is not in the labels themselves, but in recognizing that these accountabilities
operate together. Weakness in one is rarely isolated. It usually reflects a breakdown in how the overall
system is being governed.

Implications for Sponsors: The STEWARD Accountabilities

The accountabilities described throughout this chapter can be summarized in a single construct,
presented here for clarity and recall: STEWARD. It’s not a personality type or a leadership style;
STEWARD is a set of core sponsor accountabilities that cannot be delegated without weakening
governance. Together, it reflects what PMI identifies as the conditions for project success: meeting
goals, realizing outcomes, delivering organizational value, and sustaining stakeholder satisfaction.

Sponsor the
Mandate

Tolerances and
Decision Rights

Discipline the
Governance System

STEWARD

Sponsor Support
Function

Enable
Delivery

Realize and
Protect Value

Weigh Trade-offs
Explicitly

Actas [
Escalation Point |

Figure 2. STEWARD Governance Model
S—Sponsor the Mandate

Sponsors own the project mandate from authorization through completion and beyond: Translating
strategy into a clear mandate, maintaining alignment with organizational objectives, ensuring continued
justification as conditions change—none of this can be handed off. Sponsorship is not a one-time
approval. It is an ongoing accountability.

15
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T—Tolerances and Decision Rights

Sponsors establish and communicate decision tolerances and escalation thresholds. They define which
decisions belong to the project manager and which require sponsor or governance body involvement.
When tolerances are exceeded, sponsors act. Silent trade-offs and informal absorption of risk are not
acceptable substitutes.

E—Enable Delivery

Sponsors create the conditions for effective delivery without managing it. Securing and protecting
resources, resolving organizational conflicts, ensuring the project manager has the authority required to
lead—these are sponsor responsibilities. Enabling delivery means removing barriers, not substituting for
project management.

W—Weigh Trade-Offs Explicitly

Sponsors ensure trade-offs are surfaced and governed explicitly. Balancing cost, schedule, scope, risk,
and longer-term value is not a delivery function. Trade-offs that affect the project’s value proposition
are governance decisions.

A—Act as the Escalation Point

Sponsors are the escalation point for issues that exceed the project manager’s authority—cross-
functional conflicts, strategic ambiguity, changes that affect mandate or justification. Sponsors resolve
what delivery teams cannot.

R—Realize and Protect Value

Sponsors hold two distinct accountabilities: ensuring intended benefits are achieved as the project
closes and protecting value integrity throughout delivery by governing trade-offs that affect long-term
outcomes. Both are active responsibilities.

D—Discipline the Governance System

Sponsors ensure governance functions as intended. They respect escalation mechanisms, resist
bypassing decision processes, and intervene when governance thresholds are reached. Discipline in
governance is what protects decision integrity over time.

Implications for Organizations

Organizations that want consistent project success must build sponsorship as an organizational
capability, not an honorific. Define the sponsor role unambiguously. Select sponsors based on authority
and availability, not hierarchy alone. Support them with a capable PMO and governance system. Invest
in sponsor development. Measure project success beyond delivery—because that is the only measure
that holds sponsors accountable for what they own.
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1.11 STEWARD and M.O.R.E.

The STEWARD model defines how sponsors exercise accountability through governance. It also aligns
directly with PMI’s shift toward a broader definition of project success through M.O.R.E.

M.O.R.E. expands how success is understood. It emphasizes that projects must deliver value that is
perceived, sustained, and reassessed over time, not simply executed against a plan. This shift moves the
focus from delivery performance to outcomes, stakeholder perception, and long-term impact.

STEWARD operationalizes that shift by defining the governance conditions sponsors must create so that
project and program managers can practice M.O.R.E. consistently. PMI's own vision names M.O.R.E. as
belonging to the project profession — STEWARD does not perform it on their behalf; it removes the
barriers that prevent them from doing so.

Sponsoring the mandate ensures that the project begins with a clear definition of value and justification.
Setting tolerances and enabling delivery create the structure within which that value can be pursued.
Weighing trade-offs and acting as the escalation point ensure that competing priorities are resolved
deliberately rather than absorbed into execution. Realizing and protecting value ensures that the project
or program manager's ownership of success is not undone by ungoverned trade-offs after delivery. .
Disciplining the governance system ensures that decisions are revisited and adjusted as conditions
change.

In this way, STEWARD provides the governance conditions under which project and program managers
achieve M.O.R.E. It does not introduce new responsibilities for the sponsor, and it does not shift
ownership of M.O.R.E. away from the project professional. PMI's 2025 Project Success research confirms
this division of labor directly: when asked who is primarily responsible for M.O.R.E., 69% of all
respondents — including 72% of project sponsors themselves — pointed to the project or program
manager, not the sponsor. STEWARD clarifies how existing sponsor accountabilities must be exercised
so that this ownership is possible in practice, and so that projects deliver value that remains worth the
effort and expense over time.

Each element of M.O.R.E. is practiced by the project or program manager. What follows is the sponsor-
level condition that makes each one achievable.

Managing perception is not a communication exercise. It is the result of decisions that produce
outcomes stakeholders recognize as valuable relative to the investment made. Sponsors shape the
conditions for this through mandate clarity and through the trade-offs they authorize; the project or
program manager is the one who manages that perception directly with stakeholders.

Owning success is the project or program manager's accountability to extend beyond execution — a
shift PMI's research shows sponsors themselves endorse: 72% of project sponsors identify the project or
program manager, not the sponsor, as primarily responsible for owning M.O.R.E. Sponsors do not take
on that ownership. They protect it, by realizing and safeguarding the value the project professional has
delivered and by not letting later trade-offs erode it.

Relentlessly reassessing reflects the reality that conditions change. The project or program manager
carries out that reassessment day to day; sponsors keep the governance gates open so that justification
can be revisited, assumptions tested, and decisions adjusted as new information emerges.Expanding
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perspective requires that decisions account for impacts beyond the immediate project boundary. This
includes longer-term consequences, broader stakeholder groups, and effects that may not be visible
within the delivery horizon.

These are not additional responsibilities, and they are not substitutes for the project or program
manager's ownership of M.O.R.E. They are expressions of sponsorship exercised with discipline — the
enabling conditions without which M.O.R.E. remains aspirational, and with which project and program
managers can practice it consistently.
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1.12 Chapter Summary

Project success is shaped less by delivery technique than by the quality of sponsorship that frames,
governs, and sustains the work. Sponsors translate strategy into mandate, establish decision tolerances,
and remain accountable for whether projects continue to deliver value that justifies the investment.

Sponsorship is not a ceremonial or episodic role. It is an ongoing governance responsibility at the
intersection of strategy, delivery, and organizational accountability. The STEWARD accountabilities
define what that means in practice: sponsor the mandate, set tolerances and decision rights, enable
delivery, weigh trade-offs explicitly, act as the escalation point, realize and protect value, and discipline
the governance system.

Sustainability has been positioned not as a separate obligation, but as part of the evolving decision
context sponsors must govern. The following chapter explains why sustainability is not a function that
sits alongside sponsorship. It is a responsibility that sits within it.
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2. Sustainability Sits With the Sponsor

The sponsor’s core accountability is simple: Ensure the project remains
worth doing. Once you hold that accountability seriously, sustainability is
not a separate subject. It is part of every significant decision you make.

2.1 The Accountability That Changes Everything

Sponsors are accountable for more than starting projects and resolving escalations. They are responsible
for ensuring a project remains worth doing—across its full duration, through changing conditions, and
into the period when outcomes are tested in use.

That accountability has several dimensions. Sponsors define the mandate. They confirm strategic
alignment and portfolio fit. They establish decision tolerances and governance arrangements. Most
importantly, they remain accountable for whether the project continues to justify the investment as
conditions change.

Once that accountability is taken seriously, value cannot be interpreted narrowly. It is not limited to
completion of deliverables or adherence to an approved baseline. Value is determined by whether the
project produces outcomes that remain useful, acceptable, and worthwhile in the environment into
which they are delivered. That environment extends well beyond the delivery period.

Sustainability enters here—not as an additional layer of responsibility, but as the natural consequence
of taking sponsorship accountability at its full scope.

2.2 Projects Are Judged by Outcomes, Not Outputs

A project can finish on time and on budget and still fail. This is not a theoretical risk; it’s a documented
pattern.

Projects are undertaken to deliver outcomes. Assets, capabilities, systems, and deliverables matter only
to the extent they contribute to outcomes that justify the investment. Yet many organizations still treat
completion as the primary moment of success: a facility commissioned, a system live, a process
adopted. None of these, by themselves, constitute success. They matter only insofar as they produce
outcomes that remain worthwhile in practice.

Delivery that does not produce durable value is not a success. It is an expensive lesson.

Outcomes are tested in use. Their value becomes visible through performance, adoption, operational
effect, and stakeholder response over time. Some prove durable. Others weaken under real conditions.
Some create expected benefits. Others reveal consequences not fully understood at the point of
approval.

Sponsors are accountable for that wider horizon. Their responsibility is not confined to whether delivery
occurred. It includes whether what was delivered continues to justify the investment.
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2.3 The Time Horizon Problem

Here is the central tension in project sponsorship that almost no governance framework addresses
directly: Projects are temporary, but their consequences are not.

Delivery activity is concentrated over a defined period, often under pressure. The consequences of
choices made during that period—about design, scope, procurement, trade-offs, tolerances, and
assumptions—can last for years or decades. Infrastructure commissioned today shapes operational
costs, community impact, and environmental exposure for a generation. Technology platforms selected
now create dependencies organizations carry for years. Supply chain decisions made under schedule
pressure create regulatory and reputational exposure that surfaces long after the project team has
moved on.

The decisions that define a project’s long-term consequences are almost always made early, under
pressure, when the long-term consequences are hardest to see.

Project environments reward short-term clarity. Delivery milestones are visible. Cost and schedule
movement can be tracked. Longer-term consequences are harder to quantify and easier to defer. That
does not make them less real. It makes them more dangerous.

The difference between delivery and outcomes is not only conceptual. It is also a difference in time
horizon. Figure 3 illustrates how these horizons diverge. Beyond this, sponsors must also operate with a
broader vantage—understanding how the project fits within shifting organizational, market, and societal
contexts. This perspective does not replace value. It determines how value is interpreted at scale.

Long horizon

Value
Medium horizon
Outcomes
. Short horizon
Delivery

Time

Figure 3. Time Horizons: Delivery, Outcomes, Value

The implication is straightforward. Delivery is temporary. Outcomes and value persist. Sponsors govern
across all three, not just the first.
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Consider a straightforward example. An organization approves a new manufacturing facility, to be
delivered on schedule, within budget. Three years later, tightening environmental regulations require
costly retrofits. The supply chain designed for efficiency creates vulnerability to disruption. Community
relations, underestimated during delivery, become a barrier to expansion. None of these consequences
were invisible at authorization. They were simply not governed as part of the sponsor’s decision
framework.

Responsible sponsorship requires extending the time horizon of decision-making. Sponsors are
accountable not only for whether the project succeeds as a delivery effort, but for whether it remains
defensible as an outcome.

It clarifies what the project sponsor’s existing accountability requires.

2.4 Risk Does Not End at Delivery

Project risk is typically discussed in delivery terms: Cost may rise, schedule may slip, scope may change.
These risks remain important, but they are not the only risks sponsors must govern.

Some risks emerge more clearly after delivery than during it. A project may satisfy its immediate
objectives while exposing the organization to new operating burdens, public criticism, regulatory
pressure, supply vulnerability, or reputational damage. In some cases, the project works exactly as
intended but creates dependencies or consequences that weaken its long-term value.

Project managers can identify these risks. Specialists can analyze them. Governance bodies can review
them. Sponsors are accountable for ensuring they influence decisions—not just appear in risk registers.

When risks affect value beyond delivery, they fall within the sponsor’s responsibility. Treating them as
peripheral does not make them less consequential. It simply means they will surface without warning,
when options have narrowed.

2.5 Legitimacy and Acceptance
Projects do not succeed through approval. They require continuing acceptance.

That acceptance may come from executives, operational leaders, regulators, customers, communities,
partners, or internal stakeholders who must live with the outcome. Where acceptance weakens,
projects slow down, become contested, or lose support. In severe cases, they are redirected, delayed, or
stopped.

This is not a communications issue. It is a condition of legitimacy. Projects must remain defensible in the
environments they affect. Sponsors sit closest to this responsibility. They represent the project across
the organization and to its stakeholders, and are accountable for whether it remains aligned, justified,
and acceptable over time.

Long-term impacts increasingly shape that acceptance. Sponsors do not need to be sustainability
analysts, but they must recognize when such factors affect the project’s legitimacy and therefore its
continued justification. That recognition is part of responsible sponsorship, not an extension of it.
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2.6 What Cannot Be Delegated

The easiest way to mishandle decisions affecting mandate, value, and long-term consequence is to
assume they belong with delivery teams or specialist functions. They do not.

Project managers operate within the mandate they are given. They manage within tolerances. They are
accountable for delivery performance inside governance boundaries. They do not define the project’s
justification, own its mandate, or decide whether longer-term consequences are acceptable when doing
so requires changes to investment assumptions or decision thresholds.

Specialists provide expertise, analysis, and solve challenges. They improve decision quality. They do not
replace sponsor accountability.

Identifying a risk is not the same as governing it. When the risk affects mandate, trade-offs, or
justification, it belongs with the sponsor. Anything else is documentation, not governance.

Responsible sponsorship requires that decisions affecting long-term value and consequence are made at
the appropriate level—not deferred, not delegated, and not absorbed silently into delivery decisions.

2.7 Sustainability as Core Sponsor Knowledge

Sustainability is not a separate function sitting beside sponsorship. It is part of the sponsor’s
understanding of value, risk, legitimacy, and consequence, including how project decisions affect the
organization’s broader value position and reputation.

Sponsors are not required to be sustainability analysts. They are required to recognize when
sustainability-related factors materially affect the project’s value proposition and the organization’s
exposure, and to ensure those factors are visible in governance and decision-making. Most sponsors
have encountered these situations. They often lack the language or governance structure to act on them
deliberately.

Sustainability becomes relevant to sponsorship when:

 Value is intentionally defined to include longer-term, broader, or system-level outcomes beyond
immediate delivery.

+ Value depends on long-term viability not fully tested at authorization.
« Risks extend beyond delivery timelines into operational, regulatory, or reputational exposure.

« Outcomes are judged by a broader set of stakeholders than those represented in the business
case.

« Assumptions about impact, acceptability, or durability no longer hold.

These are not new categories of concern. They are existing sponsorship responsibilities clarified by a
longer view of consequence. Sustainability does not expand the sponsor’s role. It sharpens it.
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2.8 Implications for Sponsors
For sponsors, this raises the standard of what effective sponsorship requires.

Sponsors must define mandates with a clearer view of long-term consequence, test whether
assumptions about value remain valid as conditions evolve, and ensure trade-offs are governed
explicitly—particularly where short-term performance conflicts with long-term outcomes.

Material risks cannot be filtered out simply because they fall outside conventional delivery reporting. A
risk that does not appear on a delivery does not mean that risk doesn’t exist.

No additional processes are required. Disciplined judgment is applied to the decisions sponsors already
own.

2.9 Implications for Organizations
Organizations determine whether responsible sponsorship is possible.

Treat sponsorship as a title rather than a capability, and these responsibilities will not be met
consistently. Treat sustainability as a reporting function separate from governance, and it will surface
late and unevenly. Give sponsors inadequate visibility, authority, or support, and decisions will default to
delivery pressures rather than governance discipline.

Sustainability considerations must be integrated into standard governance processes, not isolated in
specialist functions or compliance frameworks. Clear definition of sponsor accountability, governance
structures that surface material risks and assumptions, reliable decision support, and alignment across
portfolio, program, and project governance—these are the organizational conditions that make
responsible sponsorship repeatable and effective.

2.10 Chapter Summary

Sponsors are accountable for whether projects remain worth doing. That accountability extends beyond
delivery into the durability of outcomes, the evaluation of risk, and the legitimacy of what the project
produces.

Once sponsorship is understood in these terms, sustainability is not a separate concern. It is part of how
sponsors understand consequence and make decisions. The time horizon problem, the limits of
delegation, and the conditions of legitimacy are not sustainability concepts. They are sponsorship
concepts that sustainability makes visible.

Chapter 3 turns to how this responsibility is exercised in practice—not as a set of principles, but as a
pattern of specific behaviors that distinguish sponsors who protect value from those who merely
authorize work.
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3. What It Means to Sponsor Projects Sustainably

Effective sponsorship is not defined by how often a sponsor is present. It is
defined by what happens when they are absent—and whether the
governance system they built continues to function without them.

3.1 Sponsorship Is Expressed Through Behavior

Sponsorship is often described in terms of authority, seniority, or position. In practice, it is defined by
behavior.

Effective sponsors are not identified by how frequently they engage with a project, but by how they
engage when it matters. They do not manage delivery, and they do not disappear between approvals.
They remain connected to the points where mandate, justification, and value are shaped.

That distinction reframes what responsible sponsorship requires. It’s not a function of time on tasks; it’s
a function of judgment about when to act, what to govern, and what to leave to the project manager.
Sponsors who conflate presence with engagement often undermine the very governance structures
their role is meant to support.

The behaviors described in this chapter are not aspirational. They are the operational expression of the
STEWARD accountabilities established in Chapter 1—what each of those responsibilities looks like when
a sponsor is actually doing the work.

3.2 Maintaining Clarity of Mandate

The mandate is the reference point for all project decisions. When it is unclear, inconsistent, or allowed
to drift, delivery teams fill the gap through interpretation. Those interpretations compound over time,
accumulating as scope decisions, priority conflicts, and governance ambiguities that eventually require
sponsor attention under pressure rather than by design.

Sponsors ensure the mandate remains clear, relevant, and actionable: defining what success means
beyond delivery completion, establishing how competing objectives are prioritized, clarifying which
constraints are fixed and which are negotiable, and ensuring decision tolerances are understood by all
parties.

Clarity of the mandate at authorization is necessary but not sufficient. Mandates degrade as conditions
change, stakeholders shift, and new information emerges. Responsible sponsors revisit the mandate at
appropriate points and update it when necessary. This is not instability. It is governance discipline that
prevents unmanaged drift from substituting for deliberate decision-making.
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3.3 Governing Trade-Offs Explicitly

All projects involve trade-offs. Cost, schedule, scope, risk, and longer-term value cannot all be optimized
simultaneously. The question is not whether trade-offs will occur. It is whether they will be reactionary
and shortsighted.

When trade-offs are not governed explicitly, they are resolved informally. Delivery teams make
decisions under pressure, prioritizing immediate progress over longer-term consequence. These
decisions accumulate and gradually alter the project’s value proposition without triggering formal
review.

A trade-off made without the sponsor’s knowledge is not a delivery decision. It is an unauthorized
change to the project’s value proposition.

Sponsors ensure trade-offs affecting value and justification are made deliberately: making them visible
rather than implicit, ensuring significant ones are escalated appropriately, confirming decisions remain
consistent with the mandate, and recognizing when accumulated trade-offs have changed the basis on
which the project was approved.

Responsible sponsorship does not eliminate trade-offs. It ensures they are governed rather than
absorbed. The difference is not procedural. It is the difference between decisions the organization has
made and decisions made on its behalf without authorization.

3.4 Acting at the Right Moments
Sponsors do not need to be involved in every decision. They need to be involved in the right ones.

The effectiveness of sponsorship is determined less by frequency of engagement and more by timing.
Chapter 1 introduced governance thresholds: points where decision rights change and continuation
cannot be treated as routine. Chapter 3 is where that concept becomes behavioral. Recognizing a
governance threshold is a cognitive act. Acting on it is a sponsorship act.

The moments that require sponsor involvement are not always announced. They arrive disguised as
delivery problems, stakeholder concerns, or risk register updates. Responsible sponsors recognize when
a situation has moved from execution to governance—when the issue is no longer about how to deliver,
but about whether and on what terms to continue.

These moments include, but are not limited to:

« When the mandate is redefined or materially altered

» When decision tolerances are exceeded

« When assumptions underlying justification no longer hold

» When risks emerge that affect long-term value or legitimacy

« When accumulated trade-offs have altered the balance of benefit and consequence

At these points, delay reduces options and avoidance weakens governance. The sponsor who waits for a
formal escalation trigger has already missed the moment.
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3.5 Supporting Without Substituting
A common failure pattern in sponsorship is confusion between support and control.

When sponsors become involved in delivery detail, they undermine the project manager’s role and
dilute accountability. When they withdraw completely, project managers are left to navigate issues that
exceed their authority. Responsible sponsorship maintains a clear boundary between these positions.

Sponsors support delivery by securing and protecting resources, resolving cross-functional conflicts,
providing timely decisions, and reinforcing governance structures. They do not direct task-level work,
override agreed decision boundaries without cause, or substitute for project management functions.

That boundary is not always comfortable to maintain. Experienced executives often have strong
operational instincts. Under pressure, direct intervention can feel faster than working through
governance. That instinct is usually wrong. It creates accountability gaps, erodes the project manager’s
authority, and teaches delivery teams to escalate decisions rather than make them.

Sponsors create the conditions for delivery. They do not perform it.

3.6 Maintaining Visibility Without Overreach
Sponsors require visibility into the project, but visibility does not mean immersion.

Effective sponsors ensure they have access to information relevant to governance: status relative to
mandate and tolerances, emerging risks that affect justification, trade-offs that alter value, and changes
in assumptions or external conditions. The visibility must be sufficient to support decision-making, not
so detailed that it draws the sponsor into operational management.

Sponsors who receive delivery-level reporting are not governing more effectively; they are better
informed about details that are not their responsibility. The governance question is not whether a task
is on schedule. It is whether the project remains aligned, justified, and viable as a whole.

Responsible sponsors ask governance questions, not delivery questions. A full inbox is not effective
oversight.

3.7 Integrating Sustainability Into Sponsor Judgment
The connection established in Chapter 2 is applied here.

Sustainability is not something sponsors apply separately from the behaviors described in this chapter. It
is inherent in how those behaviors are exercised when consequences extend beyond the delivery
period. A sponsor governing trade-offs explicitly is already addressing sustainability, if they are asking
the right questions. A sponsor acting at the right moments is already accounting for sustainability, if they
recognize that some risks mature after delivery rather than during it.

In practice, this means asking a specific set of questions at key points in governance:

« When reviewing the mandate: Do our success criteria account for how outcomes will be judged
in three to five years, not just at handover?
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« When governing a trade-off: Does this decision create exposure that will surface after the project
closes?

« When assessing a risk: Does this risk affect stakeholders or systems whose response we will not
see during delivery?

» When considering continuation: Has the legitimacy of this project changed in ways that affect its
long-term justification?

These questions do not require sustainability expertise. They require the discipline to extend the
decision horizon and the governance structure to act on what that extension reveals. Sponsors who ask
these questions are doing what sponsorship already requires.

3.8 Recognizing When Conditions Have Changed

Projects rarely proceed exactly as expected. External conditions shift. Stakeholder expectations evolve.
Assumptions prove incomplete. The challenge is not detecting change—it is determining when change
affects value, risk, or legitimacy in ways that require sponsor action rather than delivery-level response.

Not all change requires intervention. Some can be absorbed within existing tolerances. Others alter the
basis on which the project was justified.

The conditions that require sponsor attention include loss of key assumptions, accumulation of trade-
offs, emerging consequences not considered at authorization, shifts in stakeholder acceptance, and
changes in regulatory or operating conditions. When these conditions arise, continuation becomes a
governance decision.

This is the behavioral expression of the governance threshold concept from Chapter 1. Recognizing a
threshold requires attentiveness to context, not just delivery performance. Sponsors who focus only on
schedule and cost will miss the signals that matter most.

3.9 Maintaining Accountability for Outcomes

Sponsorship does not end at delivery.

Completion marks the point where outcomes begin to be realized, not where accountability ends. In
practice, however, attention shifts quickly. Sponsors move on to new initiatives. Responsibility for
outcomes becomes distributed across operational functions, and the connection between the project
and its intended value weakens.

This is where accountability erodes.

Responsible sponsors maintain that connection deliberately. This does not require managing operations.
It requires ensuring that ownership of outcomes is clear, that expected benefits are visible beyond
handover, and that there is a defined point at which outcomes are reviewed against what was approved.

Where outcomes do not align with expectations, the issue is not treated as an operational matter alone.
It is examined in the context of the original mandate and decisions made during the project. The

28



The PMI® GPM® Guide to Responsible Project Sponsorship | PMI & GPM

guestion is not only what happened, but whether the assumptions and trade-offs that shaped the
project still hold.

Maintaining accountability for outcomes is not an ongoing involvement in delivery. It is the discipline of
ensuring that value is not assumed once the project is complete, and that responsibility for that value
remains visible until it is realized or reconsidered.

3.10 Consistency as the Standard of Effective Sponsorship

Effective sponsorship is not defined by isolated decisions. It is defined by consistency across the full
project life cycle.

Projects unfold over extended periods. Personnel change. Priorities shift. Pressures increase.
Governance can weaken and decision-making can become inconsistent. Responsible sponsors maintain
continuity: The mandate remains a reference point, governance structures are respected, trade-offs are
handled consistently, and justification is revisited when required.

Consistency does not mean rigidity. It means decisions remain coherent over time, even as conditions
change. A project governed consistently is one where each significant decision connects to the mandate
that preceded it and the outcomes expected to follow. When that thread breaks, value erodes.

Sponsors who are consistent build projects that hold together under pressure. Sponsors who are
episodic build projects that hold together until the first serious challenge.

3.11 Chapter Summary

Sponsorship is expressed through behavior. Maintain clarity of mandate, govern trade-offs explicitly, act
at the right moments, support delivery without substituting for it, maintain visibility without overreach,
integrate sustainability into judgment, recognize when conditions have changed, maintain accountability
for outcomes, and do all this consistently across the project life cycle.

Sustainability does not sit outside these behaviors. It is part of how sponsors understand consequence,
calibrate decisions, and maintain legitimacy over time. The questions sustainability asks are the
questions disciplined sponsorship has always required. What changes is the willingness to ask them
across the full scope of the project’s consequences, not just within the boundaries of delivery.

Taken together, the behaviors in this chapter are the lived expression of the core accountabilities every
sponsor carries—applied consistently—to the decisions that determine whether projects remain worth
doing.

Chapter 4 turns to how these responsibilities are structured through mandate, business case, and the
translation of strategy into governed work. The foundation is now in place. What follows is how to build
onit.
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4. From Strategy to Mandate: Turning Intent Into
Governed Work

Strategy sets direction. A mandate establishes control. Without the second,
the first is aspiration.

4.1 Strategy Is Not a Mandate
Organizations rarely struggle to define strategy. The difficulty lies in translating it into governed work.

Strategic intent is expressed at a high level: growth, efficiency, transformation, resilience. It is clear
enough to secure alignment in principle. What these directions do not provide is the specificity a project
environment requires. Projects do not operate on intent. They operate on mandate.

The gap between strategy and mandate is where projects begin to lose coherence. Strategy is broad,
directional, and often internally contested. A project requires guidance about scope, priorities,
constraints, sequencing, and acceptable trade-offs. Without those decisions, delivery teams interpret
intent through assumptions and competing stakeholder signals. That interpretation is not neutral. It
shapes outcomes.

When strategy is not translated into a clear mandate, governance becomes reactive. Decisions are
deferred until pressure forces them. Trade-offs are made informally. Alignment is assumed rather than
tested. Closing this gap is a sponsorship responsibility, not a project management one.

4.2 The Mandate as a Governance Instrument

The project mandate is not a statement of intent or authorization to proceed. It is a governance
instrument that defines how the project will be judged and controlled over time.

A well-formed mandate establishes the basis on which continuation decisions will be made. It defines
what must remain true for the project to stay justified, where decision authority sits when conditions
change, and how trade-offs are to be resolved. When these elements are vague or incomplete, the
result is not flexibility. It is drift. Teams fill gaps with assumptions. Assumptions harden into
commitments. By the time the problem surfaces, reversing course is costly.

Sponsors ensure the mandate is explicit, understood, and governable: defining success beyond delivery
completion, establishing how competing objectives are prioritized, clarifying which constraints are fixed
and which can be adjusted through governance, and setting decision tolerances for cost, schedule,
scope, and risk along with clear escalation thresholds.

Without this clarity, governance has no reference point. Decisions are made in isolation and alignment
deteriorates. A mandate that cannot resolve a disputed decision is not a mandate. It is a description.
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4.3 The Business Case as a Living Reference

In many organizations, the business case secures approval and is then summarized, archived, or reduced
to headline figures. That approach weakens governance from the moment delivery begins.

The business case is the basis on which the mandate is formed. It translates strategic intent into a
rationale for action, defining why the project is being undertaken, what value is expected, and under
what assumptions that value holds. If the business case is not maintained, the mandate it supports loses
its foundation.

The business case is not a funding justification. It is the foundation of continued justification and the
reference point for the mandate—capturing the assumptions about value, the expectations for benefits,
the understanding of risk, and the rationale for investment. Those elements do not stay current on their
own.

A business case that is not revisited is not a governance document. It is a historical record of what was
believed at a point in time.

Consider what happens in practice: A project is approved on assumptions about market conditions,
resource costs, and organizational readiness. Eighteen months into delivery, one of those conditions has
materially changed. The business case has not been updated. Governance discussions still reference the
original figures. Decisions are made against a baseline that no longer reflects reality. No one has
formally acknowledged the gap because doing so would require either adjusting the mandate or
challenging the project’s continuation.

Sponsors are accountable for ensuring the business case remains credible, visible, and current. Credible
means assumptions have been tested against current conditions. Visible means it is referenced in
governance discussions, not filed as background material. Current means it is updated when material
changes occur, not preserved as approved.

Keeping the business case current is not administrative housekeeping. It is the basis on which decisions
remain defensible.

4.4 Challenging Assumptions and Optimism

Most business cases contain optimism. Not necessarily the result of poor intent, projects are often
approved under time pressure, with incomplete information, and incentives that favor action and
movement over scrutiny. The people closest to the project are usually the most invested in its approval.

Sponsors are not expected to be pessimists. They are expected to challenge and validate the
assumptions on which that initial optimism rests.

That means testing whether demand is overstated, questioning whether costs are understated,
examining whether benefits depend on conditions that may not hold, and identifying dependencies
outside the project’s control. It also means asking what must be true for the project to succeed and
being direct about the consequences if those conditions do not hold.
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Unchallenged assumptions become embedded in the business case and carried forward into the
mandate. Once embedded, they influence decisions throughout delivery. By the time they are proven
wrong, the project is committed, resources have been allocated, and stakeholders have formed
expectations. The cost of correction rises with time. Responsible sponsors intervene early, when
adjustment is still possible and the question of whether to proceed can still be answered honestly.

4.5 Option Appraisal and Early Trade-Offs

There is rarely only one way to achieve an objective. The approved project reflects a chosen path, not
the only viable one. Even when a preferred option is presented, alternatives exist, whether or not they
have been formally evaluated, and sponsors remain accountable for that choice.

Weak sponsorship accepts the preferred option at face value. Strong sponsorship interrogates it.

Interrogation means understanding what alternatives were considered, on what basis they were set
aside, and whether that basis was evidence or preference. It means comparing value, cost, risk, and
long-term consequence across options rather than validating the case for the recommended one. It also
means asking whether the preferred option represents the best available choice or the most politically
convenient one.

Option appraisal exists because the decision to proceed in a particular way is practically irreversible
once delivery is underway. The trade-offs made at this stage—about scale, timing, scope, procurement
model, and delivery approach—shape the project’s risk profile and long-term value in ways that are
difficult to undo. Governing these decisions at the outset costs far less than governing the consequences
of a poorly considered choice during execution.

4.6 Affordability and Organizational Reality

A project can be strategically aligned and still be undeliverable in the context in which it is being
undertaken.

Affordability extends beyond initial funding approval. It includes the organization’s capacity to sustain
the investment across the full delivery period, absorb the operational impacts the project will introduce,
manage the accompanying risks, and accommodate competing demands on resources, leadership
attention, and organizational bandwidth. These are conditions of viability, not secondary considerations.

Sponsors must test ongoing affordability against organizational reality, not assume it. A project
approved during a period of organizational optimism may encounter a very different environment 12
months into delivery. Change management capacity is thinner than anticipated. Key resources are
absorbed by competing priorities. The organization’s tolerance for disruption becomes lower than the
project requires. Projects fail in these conditions not because they should never have started, but
because the environment was not honestly assessed at authorization.

Testing affordability means asking whether total cost—including life cycle, transition, and operational
implications—is genuinely sustainable. It means understanding what the organization must stop or slow
to absorb this project. And it means being willing to adjust scope, phasing, or timing when the honest
answer is that the proposal asks more than the organization can deliver.
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4.7 Maintaining Mandate Discipline

A mandate does not remain valid because it was approved. Conditions change, assumptions weaken,
and new information emerges. The question is not whether the mandate will evolve, but whether that
evolution is governed.

Mandate discipline means revisiting the basis of justification at defined points, recognizing when
accumulated changes alter the project’s intent, and ensuring that material changes trigger formal
reassessment rather than informal absorption. Without it, projects evolve without decision.

Scope expands incrementally. Trade-offs accumulate. Value shifts. Over time, the project being
delivered no longer reflects the project that was approved. This transformation is rarely visible at any
single point—it happens gradually, through individually reasonable decisions that collectively redefine
what the project is. Mandate discipline treats change as something to be governed, not merely
accommodated.

This shift is rarely visible in a single decision. It happens incrementally, as individually reasonable
adjustments accumulate. Figure 4 illustrates how this divergence occurs.

Long horizon

Value
Medium horizon
Outcomes
. Short horizon
Delivery

Time

Figure 4. Mandate vs. Actual Outcome

The project does not suddenly become misaligned. It becomes different from what was approved,
without that difference being formally acknowledged or governed.

Sponsors who maintain mandate discipline are not inflexible. They are precise about what has changed,
why, and what it means for continued justification. When a change is material, it is acknowledged and
governed accordingly. When it is not, it is absorbed within existing tolerances. The distinction matters.
Treating every change as material paralyzes delivery. Treating every change as minor erodes
governance.
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4.8 Knowing When to Reset or Stop
One of the least exercised responsibilities in sponsorship is the decision to stop or reset a project.

Projects create momentum. They generate expectations, consume resources, and accumulate sunk cost.
These factors make continuation the default, even when justification weakens. Sponsors feel the weight
of commitments made, resources spent, and stakeholders whose plans depend on the project
continuing. As a result, projects are adjusted, extended, or rescoped rather than genuinely
reconsidered.

Stopping a project is not a failure of delivery. It is a decision about value. The willingness to make that
decision is what separates governance from inertia.

Responsible sponsors recognize when continuation is no longer prudent. The signals are not always
dramatic: a business case whose core assumptions have quietly eroded, a value proposition that has
materially shifted but not been formally acknowledged, a risk profile that has moved beyond what was
acceptable at authorization, a legitimacy question that remains unresolved. These conditions do not
announce themselves. They accumulate.

When these conditions are present, the sponsor names them explicitly and governs accordingly. That
may mean formally reassessing the mandate and reauthorizing on revised terms, reducing scope to
preserve the elements of value that remain defensible, or recommending that the project be stopped.
None of these decisions are comfortable. All are preferable to continuation on the basis of momentum
rather than justification.

The organization that can stop a project once it no longer justifies itself loses less than the one that
cannot. That capacity depends on sponsors willing to make the call.

Continuation is often treated as the default. In practice, it is a decision that should be revisited explicitly.
Figure 5 shows the logic that should govern that decision.
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Assumptions still valid?
Review against original mandate

Value still realizable?
Assess against the business case

Stop / Reset Continue

Continuation requires evidence, not inertia.

Figure 5. Continuation Decision Gate

What this makes clear is that continuation is conditional. When those conditions are no longer met,
proceeding without reassessment is not governance. It is inertia.

4.9 Chapter Summary

Strategy sets direction. A mandate establishes control. That control is built through a credible business
case and tested through disciplined challenge of assumptions, options, and affordability.

Sponsors ensure intent becomes governed work: defining success precisely enough to support decision-
making under pressure, challenging the assumptions on which the project is justified, and maintaining
the discipline to revisit justification as conditions change. That includes being willing to reset or stop
when continuation is no longer warranted.

Without that discipline, projects proceed on interpretation. With it, they proceed on governance.

Chapter 5 examines how this mandate is sustained through governance—the decision rights, tolerances,
and escalation mechanisms that maintain control as conditions evolve.
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5. Governance: What It Is and What It Is Not

Governance is not what surrounds decisions. It is what produces them.

5.1 Governance Is Not a Catch-All

The term governance is widely used and rarely defined with precision. When asked to explain it, most
organizations describe a mixture of oversight, reporting, control, assurance, and structure. These
elements are often grouped together and labeled as governance.

That description is familiar. It is also insufficient—because it conflates activity with authority and
presence with accountability.

When governance is treated as a catchall, accountability becomes unclear. Reporting is mistaken for
control. Meetings are mistaken for decisions. Assurance is mistaken for authority. The system appears
active, but when a decision must be made under pressure, no one is clear on who owns it.

Governance is not a collection of activities. It is a structured system through which decisions are made,
authority is exercised, and accountability is maintained. Governance of Portfolios, Programs, and
Projects: A Practice Guide (PMI, 2016) defines it across four functions that operate together: oversight,
which provides guidance and direction; control, which provides monitoring, measuring, and reporting;
integration, which maintains strategic alignment; and decision-making, which provides structure and
delegations of authority. These four functions are what distinguish governance from management—and
what Chapter 5 describes in practice.

From a sponsor’s perspective, governance answers three questions at minimum: who has the authority
to make this decision, under what conditions must it be escalated, and what happens when the basis for
the decision changes. If those questions, and their answers, are not clear, governance is not in place—
regardless of how much reporting or oversight exists.

5.2 Governance Is Decision Authority
Governance defines how decision authority is allocated and exercised under conditions of uncertainty.

Projects operate in environments where assumptions change, risks evolve, and external pressures
intensify. Not all decisions can be anticipated at the outset. Governance ensures that when those
decisions arise, they are made deliberately, at the appropriate level, and with visibility of their
implications.

Consider what happens when authority is not clear. A material change in project risk surfaces mid-
delivery. The project manager is uncertain whether this falls within existing tolerances or requires
escalation. Without defined boundaries, the safest course appears to be managing it quietly within the
team. The risk is absorbed informally. The sponsor is not informed. By the time the issue becomes
visible, options have narrowed and the cost of response has increased. This is not a failure of the project
manager. It is a failure of governance design.

36



The PMI® GPM® Guide to Responsible Project Sponsorship | PMI & GPM

Governance does not remove uncertainty. It ensures uncertainty is addressed through informed
decision-making rather than absorbed through delivery. When authority is clear, decisions happen at
the right level. When it is not, they happen wherever pressure is lowest.

5.3 Governance Is Not Management
Management and governance are distinct functions, even though they operate together.

Management is concerned with delivering within defined boundaries. Governance is concerned with
defining and changing those boundaries. Project managers decide how work is executed within agreed
tolerances. Sponsors decide when those tolerances no longer apply and what happens next.

Governance of Portfolios, Programs, and Projects: A Practice Guide is precise on this distinction:
governance activities provide guidance, decision-making, and oversight, whereas management activities
are more operational and tactical. Governance determines what; management determines how.
Sponsors own governance. Project managers own management. When this distinction is unclear,
governance fails in predictable ways. Decision authority is either pushed into delivery—where project
managers are forced to make decisions beyond their authority—or pulled into governance structures
that interfere with execution. In both cases, accountability becomes confused and the quality of
decisions deteriorates.

Clear governance does not add layers. It clarifies who decides. The project manager’s authority is
protected. The sponsor’s accountability is preserved. And the organization retains the ability to respond
deliberately when conditions change.

5.4 The Governance Structure: Governing Body and Sponsor

Governance at the project level is not always carried by the sponsor alone. It may also operate through a
governance structure that includes both a governing body and the sponsor, each with distinct
accountabilities.

The project governing body—which may be a steering committee, investment board, or senior
leadership group—provides oversight, ensures alignment with organizational strategy, and maintains
the conditions under which the project remains justified. Its responsibilities include establishing
governance policies and processes, defining and overseeing phase-gate reviews, resolving escalated
risks and issues, and approving project closure or termination.

The sponsor operates within and in relation to this structure. The sponsor may be a member of the
governing body or may be the primary governance actor where a formal governing body does not exist.
In either case, the sponsor’s role is to champion the project, ensure its goals and objectives remain
aligned with strategic intent, monitor and control delivery of the intended result, and remove barriers to
success. The sponsor is the link between delivery and governance—the individual who ensures that
issues requiring governing body attention are surfaced promptly and with sufficient clarity to enable a
decision.

Understanding this structure matters because it defines where authority sits and when escalation is
required. Decisions within the project manager’s tolerance belong to the project manager. Decisions
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exceeding those tolerances belong to the sponsor. Decisions affecting mandate, strategic alignment, or

continued justification belong to the governing body. Governance works when each level knows its
boundary and acts within it.

The movement of decision authority is what makes governance operational. Figure 6 illustrates how
authority shifts as tolerances are exceeded.
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Figure 6. Decision Authority and Escalation

Governance becomes visible at the point where authority moves. If that movement is unclear or
avoided, decisions are still made, but without accountability.

5.5 Governance as Sponsor Accountability
Within the governance structure, the sponsor’s accountabilities are specific and nondelegable.

The STEWARD accountabilities are enacted through governance.

- Sponsoring the mandate defines what decisions are in scope.
- Setting tolerances defines when authority shifts.

« Enabling delivery ensures decisions can be executed.

» Weighing trade-offs determines how value is balanced.

 Acting as the escalation point resolves what cannot be delegated to the project manager and
surfaces what requires governing body involvement.

 Realizing and protecting value ensures decisions remain justified over time.

« Disciplining the governance system ensures decisions are made as intended and that the
structure does not drift.

These are not parallel responsibilities. They are expressions of the same function. Each element of
STEWARD is only meaningful if the governance structure exists to carry it. The sponsor who treats
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governance as administrative overhead rather than operational necessity is not just inefficient. They are
creating the conditions under which accountability dissolves.

Governance responsibility extends beyond delivery performance. It includes ensuring that the
conditions required for the project to produce value are in place and remain viable. Projects do not
operate in isolation. Their outcomes depend on factors outside the delivery team’s control, including
organizational readiness, stakeholder alignment, and the ability to absorb and sustain change. When
these conditions are not governed, delivery can succeed while outcomes fail. Governance that focuses
only on execution and not on the conditions required for value realization is incomplete.

Without governance, sponsorship is reduced to approval and crisis intervention. With it, sponsorship is
continuous, deliberate, and structurally grounded. The sponsor who understands governance does not
wait for problems to escalate. They build the conditions that determine how problems are handled
before they arise.

5.6 Decision Rights and Escalation
Governance becomes real when decision rights are explicit and escalation is used as intended.

Every project operates within defined tolerances. These establish the range within which the project
manager can act without escalation. When those limits are exceeded, authority shifts. The project
manager raises the issue. The sponsor decides. If the issue exceeds the sponsor’s authority, it moves to
the governing body. The system works when each level knows its boundaries and acts within them.

Phase-gate reviews are the formal mechanism through which this system operates at defined points. At
each gate, the governing body assesses whether the project remains aligned with strategic objectives,
whether its performance justifies continuation, and whether it should proceed, change direction, or be
terminated. Phase gates are not delivery checkpoints. They are reauthorization decisions—the
structured points at which the basis for continuation is formally examined rather than assumed.
Sponsors must ensure that phase-gate processes are followed, not treated as administrative formality.

If decision boundaries are unclear, escalation becomes inconsistent. Issues are raised too late, or not at
all. Decisions are made informally because the system does not clearly indicate when escalation is
required. The project manager who makes a decision beyond their authority is not necessarily acting in
bad faith—they are often filling a vacuum that governance should have closed.

The absence of escalation is not a sign of a healthy project. It is often a sign that decisions are being
made without authority.

Sponsors ensure that decision rights are defined in a way that can be applied in practice, that tolerances
are understood at the team level, and that escalation routes to both the sponsor and the governing
body are clear and actively used. Escalation is not a failure of delivery. It is a normal and necessary
function of governance. A project that never escalates anything is not well managed. It is poorly
governed.
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5.7 Governance Proportionality
Governance must match the scale, complexity, and risk of the project.

The PMI governance practice guide is explicit: Governance should involve the least amount of authority
structure, resources, and processes as possible, because time and costs are associated with governance
decision-making and oversight activities. The objective is effort calibration, not maximization. Too little
governance leaves decisions unexamined and risks unmanaged. Too much creates friction, slows
decision-making, and diffuses accountability. Both conditions weaken outcomes.

A small, low-risk project with a stable mandate requires lighter governance than a large, complex
initiative with contested assumptions and significant stakeholder exposure. Applying the same
governance structure to both produces the wrong result in each case. Over-governing a straightforward
project wastes capacity and creates bureaucratic overhead. Under-governing a complex one leaves the
decisions that matter most without adequate oversight.

Governance is also not a one-time design exercise. It requires ongoing assessment and adjustment
through a continuous improvement cycle: assessing the current state of governance against what the
project requires, planning adjustments when gaps are identified, implementing those adjustments as
the project evolves, and improving governance arrangements as conditions change. Sponsors who treat
the governance framework established at authorization as fixed are not maintaining governance. They
are preserving a structure that may no longer reflect the decisions that need to be made.

Governance that is fixed regardless of context becomes either ineffective or obstructive. The test is not
whether governance exists, but whether it is calibrated to the decisions that actually need to be made—
and actively maintained as those decisions evolve.

5.8 Independent Scrutiny and Assurance

Projects generate their own narratives. Delivery teams become invested in progress. Assumptions that
supported approval can persist beyond their validity. Optimism, once embedded, is difficult to displace
from the inside. To avoid these challenges an independent review may be required.

Independent scrutiny provides challenges. It tests assumptions, reviews performance against mandate,
and surfaces issues that may not be visible within the project itself. A well-conducted assurance review
does not simply confirm that process is being followed. It asks whether the project remains justified,
whether the risks on the register reflect reality, and whether the business case assumptions still hold.

Sponsors remain responsible for interpreting assurance findings and deciding what action is required. An
assurance report that identifies concerns does not govern itself. Someone must read it, assess its
implications, and ensure that the issues it raises are addressed at the appropriate level—by the sponsor,
by the governing body, or by both depending on the nature of the finding. That responsibility belongs
with the sponsor.

Assurance informs decisions. It does not make them. When assurance becomes a substitute for
decision-making—when findings are acknowledged, filed, and not acted upon—governance weakens.
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When it supports informed sponsor decisions and prompts governing body attention where warranted,
governance strengthens.

5.9 Communicating Governance Clearly
Governance that is not understood cannot be followed.

Decision rights, tolerances, and escalation paths must be clear to those expected to operate within
them. When governance exists only in documentation or at senior levels, delivery teams interpret how
decisions should be made rather than follow defined authority. The result is inconsistency: Some issues
are escalated, others are absorbed, and no one is certain which should have been which.

Sponsors must ensure governance arrangements are defined in a way that can be applied under
pressure, communicated clearly to project teams and stakeholders, and reinforced through practice
rather than periodic reminders. Governance that requires a document lookup before a decision can be
made is governance that will not be used when speed matters.

The PMI governance practice guide identifies communication of roles, responsibilities, and authorities as
a governance function in its own right—not a byproduct of governance, but a deliberate act that makes
governance operational. Decisions made by the governing body must be communicated. Decision-
making authority must be communicated. When the governance structure changes, those changes must
be communicated. The sponsor is responsible for ensuring this happens consistently, not only at the
outset of the project.

Clarity reduces hesitation. When team members know where authority sits and when escalation is
required, decisions are made faster and with greater confidence. The governance system that is actually
used is one that is genuinely understood.

5.10 Governance Drift
Governance does not fail suddenly. It drifts.

As projects progress, delivery pressure increases. Informal workarounds emerge. Escalation is delayed in
the interest of speed. Trade-offs are absorbed rather than surfaced. Each individual deviation appears
reasonable in context. Cumulatively, they produce a different operating reality—one where the
governance system defined at the outset no longer reflects how decisions are being made.

Governance drift is not a crisis. It is the slow replacement of deliberate decision-making with delivery
habit. It is how projects move toward failure without recognizing it. By the time it is visible, it has
already been operating for some time.

In Figure 7, the mandate line is the authorized trajectory. When governance discipline weakens, actual
behavior departs gradually from that trajectory. The gap widens before it becomes visible.
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Figure 7. Governance Drift

Sponsors are responsible for recognizing and correcting drift before it becomes entrenched. The signals
are usually present before they become obvious: Escalations that should have happened did not, trade-
offs that should have been surfaced were absorbed, decisions that required sponsor involvement were

resolved informally. None of these may appear significant individually. Together, they indicate that the

governance system is no longer functioning as designed.

Correcting drift requires reinforcing decision boundaries, ensuring escalation occurs when required,
addressing patterns of informal decision-making directly rather than waiting for consequences, and
revisiting governance arrangements when they no longer reflect how the project is operating. Where
drift has become significant, a formal reassessment of the governance framework—returning to the
“assess” step of the continuous improvement cycle—may be required before the system can be
restored. Governance that is not actively maintained does not fail immediately. It fails when it is needed
most.

When governance weakens, the sequence of failure is predictable. Each step in this chain is preventable.
What allows it to continue is not lack of visibility, but lack of intervention at the points where authority
should have been exercised. Figure 8 illustrates how this progression unfolds.
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Figure 8. Governance Failure Chain

Each step in this chain is preventable. What allows it to continue is not lack of visibility, but lack of
intervention at the points where authority should have been exercised.

5.11 Governance and Sustainability

Sustainability does not require a separate governance system. It requires that governance operates with
a broader understanding of consequence.

Decisions about mandate, trade-offs, and continuation increasingly involve considerations that extend
beyond immediate delivery—long-term value, stakeholder acceptance, regulatory exposure, and
systemic impact. These are not specialist concerns that sit outside governance. They are factors that
affect whether the project remains justified, and justification is a governance question.

The governance mechanisms already in place—decision rights, escalation thresholds, mandate review,
business case currency—are the right instruments for handling these considerations. The integration
function of governance, which provides strategic alignment for portfolios, programs, and projects, is
precisely the function through which sustainability-related factors should be assessed: not as an
additional process, but as part of how the project’s alignment with organizational objectives is evaluated
over time.

Sponsors who govern with a longer view of consequence are not running a different system. They are
running the same system with greater rigor.
5.12 Chapter Summary

Governance defines how decision authority is established, exercised, and adjusted across a structure
that includes both the project governing body and the sponsor. It is not a collection of activities, and it is
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not a substitute for management. It determines who decides, when decisions must be escalated, and
how justification is maintained as conditions change.

The four governance functions—oversight, control, integration, and decision-making—operate together
to provide the structure within which sponsors act. Phase-gate reviews formalize the continuation
decision at defined intervals. Escalation paths connect delivery to sponsor authority and sponsor
authority to governing body decisions. Assurance challenges assumptions that delivery teams cannot
challenge themselves. Communication makes the entire system usable under pressure.

Governance that is proportionate, actively maintained, clearly communicated, and connected to the
governing body that sits above it is what makes responsible sponsorship possible. Without it,
sponsorship is episodic. With it, it is continuous.

Chapter 6 examines how sponsors exercise this authority in practice, focusing on gatekeeping and the
decisions that determine whether projects continue, change, or stop.
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6. Gatekeeping: How Sponsors Make Decisions
That Matter

Sponsorship is not defined by presence. It is defined by decisions—and by
the discipline to make them when they are needed, not when they are
convenient.

6.1 Gatekeeping Is the Core of Sponsorship

Sponsorship is often described in terms of support, alignment, and oversight. In practice, it is defined by
decisions.

Sponsors are the gatekeepers of the project. They authorize work, allow it to continue, adjust its
direction, or stop it. These decisions are not administrative. They determine whether the project
remains justified.

Every project passes through a series of decision points. Some are formal. Many are not. The quality of
sponsorship is determined by how those decisions are made.

Gatekeeping is not about control for its own sake. It is about ensuring that decisions affecting mandate,
value, and justification are made deliberately, at the right time, and at the right level.

6.2 Authorization Is Not a One-Time Event

Projects are often treated as if authorization happens once, at the beginning.

That is not how they operate.

Authorization is continuous. The initial approval establishes the mandate, but that mandate is based on
assumptions. As those assumptions change, the basis for authorization changes with them.

Responsible sponsors treat authorization as an ongoing responsibility. Each material change in
conditions, risk, or understanding requires a decision about whether the project should continue as
defined, be adjusted, or be reconsidered.

When authorization is treated as a one-time event, projects continue with outdated assumptions.
Governance becomes reactive rather than proactive.
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6.3 The Four Decisions Sponsors Own

Across all delivery approaches, sponsor gatekeeping can be understood through four types of decisions:

 Authorize: Should this project begin?

Continue: Should it proceed as planned?
» Change: Should the mandate be adjusted?
Stop: Should the project be terminated?

These decisions are not tied to methodology. They apply in all approaches whether predictive or
adaptive.

Most organizations are comfortable with the first decision. They are less disciplined with the others.
Projects are approved with rigor. They are rarely continued, changed, or stopped with the same level of
scrutiny. This imbalance is where governance weakens.

Critically, these four decisions are not a sequence. They form a cycle. Sponsors revisit the same
guestions throughout the project life cycle—at formal gates, at significant changes in condition, and at
any point where the basis for justification shifts. Authorization is not closed at the start. It remains open.

The sponsor decision loop in Figure 9 shows that the four decisions—authorize, continue, change,
stop—are not sequential gates. They are a recurring cycle. Sponsors revisit each decision throughout the
project life cycle as conditions, assumptions, and justification evolve.

Authorize
Should this project begin?
Project Life Continue
CYC le Should this project continue?
Change
Should this project be
adjusted?

Stop
Should this project be
terminated?

Figure 9. Sponsor Decision Loop
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6.4 Continuation Is a Decision, Not a Default
Continuation is the least examined decision in most projects.

Once work begins, momentum takes over. Progress creates expectation. Investment creates
commitment. Stakeholders align around delivery. Under these conditions, continuation becomes the
default.

But continuation is a decision.

The basis for that decision is the same as for initial authorization: Does the project still justify its
investment, risk, and impact? Responsible sponsors revisit that question deliberately. They do not
assume continuation because work is underway, milestones are being met, or no major issues have
been escalated. They recognize that justification can erode without triggering immediate delivery
problems.

When continuation is not actively governed, projects drift into completion regardless of whether they
remain worth doing.

6.5 Change as a Governance Decision
Change is often treated as a delivery issue. In practice, many changes are governance decisions.

When a change affects the project’s objectives, the balance of value and risk, the assumptions
underlying the business case, or stakeholder acceptance and legitimacy, it is no longer a delivery
adjustment. It is a change to the mandate. These decisions belong with the sponsor.

When changes are absorbed within delivery without sponsor involvement, the project evolves without
being formally reauthorized. The result is a project that no longer reflects what was approved but
continues as if it does.

Responsible sponsors ensure that changes affecting justification are surfaced, assessed, and explicitly
decided.

6.6 Knowing When to Stop

Stopping a project is one of the most difficult decisions a sponsor makes. Projects accumulate cost,
effort, stakeholder commitment, and reputational exposure. These factors create pressure to continue,
even when justification weakens. Responsible sponsors separate sunk cost from future value. Past
investment, accumulated momentum, and visible progress are not justifications for continuation; they
are conditions the decision is made under. The decision to stop is a governance decision about whether
the project remains worth doing. Sponsors who avoid it defer the consequences rather than protect
value. The organization that can stop a poorly justified project early loses less than the one that cannot.
That capacity depends on sponsors who are willing to name what they are seeing and act on it.
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6.7 Trade-Offs at the Point of Decision

Every gatekeeping decision involves trade-offs. Cost, schedule, scope, risk, and longer-term value cannot
all be optimized simultaneously. The role of the sponsor is not to eliminate trade-offs but to ensure they
are made explicitly.

At each decision point, sponsors must ask: What is being gained, what is being given up, who carries the
consequence, and does this still align with the mandate? Trade-offs that are not surfaced at the gate are
made implicitly within delivery, where they accumulate without being governed.

6.8 Timing and Decision Windows
The effectiveness of gatekeeping is strongly influenced by timing.

Decisions made early preserve options. Decisions made late limit them. Sponsors must recognize when a
decision window is open and act within it. Waiting for certainty often results in decisions being made
under pressure, when fewer options remain available.

This requires attention to signals, not just formal escalation. Changes in assumptions, emerging risks,
and shifts in stakeholder response are often visible before they are formally raised. Sponsors who rely
only on formal triggers act too late. This depends on sponsorship being exercised continuously, not only
at defined governance points.

6.9 Gatekeeping Across Delivery Approaches

Delivery method determines how decision points are scheduled, structured, and surfaced. In predictive
environments, they are typically organized as phase gates with defined entry and exit criteria, scheduled
at intervals that correspond to project phases. In adaptive environments, they occur more frequently,
often within shorter cycles, and may not be labeled as gates at all—they appear as release decisions,
increment reviews, or continuation calls at the end of a defined interval. The visibility of the decision
point varies. Its formality varies. The intervals between points vary.

The decisions made at those points do not vary. Whether the project is still justified, whether it should
continue as currently defined, whether it needs to change, whether it should stop—these are the same
guestions in either method, asked of the same accountabilities, by the same role. The content of the
answers depends on the project. The structure of the question depends on the method. The
accountability for asking and acting on the answer sits with the sponsor regardless.

A common failure pattern is the assumption that adaptive methods reduce the need for sponsor
decisions because the team is reviewing work continuously. Continuous team review is not sponsor
decision-making. It is delivery-level adaptation within an authorized mandate. The question of whether
the mandate itself remains valid—whether the project as authorized is still the project that should be
running—is not a delivery-level question and does not get answered by the cadence of the team’s own
reviews. It is a sponsor-level question, and it requires sponsor presence at intervals that match the rate
at which mandate-relevant conditions can change, not the rate at which the team is iterating.
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The same is true in reverse. A predictive method does not reduce the frequency of sponsor decisions to
the number of formal phase gates on the schedule. Conditions that affect the mandate change
continuously. The schedule of formal gates is a minimum, not a ceiling. When something material
changes between gates, the sponsor decision is required between gates. The method sets the floor for
sponsor engagement. It does not set the limit.

6.10 Gatekeeping and Sustainability

When sponsors authorize, continue, change, or stop a project, they are making decisions about long-
term value, risk, and consequence. Whether outcomes will remain viable over time, whether risks
extend beyond the delivery period, whether stakeholder acceptance holds as the project enters its
operating life, and whether the project remains legitimate in the broader environmental, social, and
regulatory context it operates in: These are properties of the same decisions sponsors are already
making at each gate. They describe how the decision should be assessed, not which decisions need to be
made.

The common pattern among organizations that take sustainability seriously is to introduce it as a

parallel governance process: a separate review, a separate scoring framework, a separate set of
approvers, often run by a different function with different authority. The intention is to ensure the
considerations are applied. The structural effect is to produce two governance tracks for the same
project—the primary track, where investment, scope, and continuation decisions are made; and the
sustainability track, where assessments are produced and reported. When the two tracks reach different
conclusions, the primary track wins, because it holds the decision rights. The sustainability track
becomes documentation. The considerations it surfaces do not enter the decisions they were intended
to inform.

Integration into existing gates is the structural alternative. The sustainability criteria are added to the
assessment applied at each existing gate—the same gate, the same decision, the same authority. The
sponsor evaluates long-term viability, downstream risk, stakeholder acceptance, and contextual
legitimacy as part of the same continuation decision they were already making, against the same
mandate and business case. There is no second decision to escalate to. There is no parallel track to
reconcile. The considerations either enter the gate or they do not, and if they do not, the failure is
visible at the gate where the decision was made rather than displaced into a separate process that can
be ignored without obvious consequence.

This is what distinguishes sustainability as a governance integration from sustainability as a reporting
overlay. The integration changes which criteria the sponsor weighs at the gate. The overlay changes
what is documented after the gate. Only one of those changes the decisions the project actually runs on.
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6.11 Chapter Summary
Sponsorship is defined by decisions.

Authorize, continue, change, stop. These are the points at which sponsors exercise accountability for
mandate, value, and justification. They are not a sequence applied once at the start. They are a cycle,
revisited throughout the project life cycle as conditions evolve and justification is tested.

Gatekeeping requires discipline in revisiting assumptions, making trade-offs explicit, and acting within
decision windows before options narrow. When these decisions are made deliberately, projects remain
aligned and defensible. When they are deferred or avoided, projects continue based on momentum
rather than justification.

Chapter 7 introduces the Sustainability Management Plan (SMP) as a governance instrument that
supports these decisions by making value, risk, and consequence visible throughout delivery.
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7. The Sustainability Management Plan as a
Sponsorship Instrument

A Sustainability Management Plan that does not reach the sponsor is not a
governance document. It is a record of what was intended.

7.1 Making Sustainability Governable

Sustainability is often misunderstood as a separate domain, typically reduced to environmental
initiatives; environmental, social, and governance (ESG) reporting; or compliance activities. That
interpretation is not only narrow, but also misleading. It frames sustainability as something that can be
addressed alongside projects rather than through the decisions that shape them.

In practice, the issues commonly labeled as sustainability are already embedded in sponsorship. They
appear when value depends on long-term viability, when risks extend beyond delivery, when
stakeholder expectations evolve, and when the consequences of decisions are not fully visible at the
point they are made. Treating sustainability as a separate function does not address these conditions. It
obscures them.

In this guide, sustainability is not a category of work. It is how project decisions account for value, risk,
and legitimacy over time, including impacts that extend beyond delivery and beyond the immediate
project boundary.

These ideas are widely accepted in principle. They are far less consistently reflected in how decisions are
made.

Sponsors do not govern concepts. They govern decisions.

For sustainability to influence outcomes, it must be made visible within governance—expressed in a
form that can be used when decisions are taken, trade-offs are evaluated, and justification is assessed.
Without that, it remains peripheral: considered in principle, ignored in practice.

The PMI view of project success already reflects this broader context. The principle of expanding
perspectives recognizes that outcomes are judged not only at delivery, but over time and across
stakeholders. Value is not defined solely by what is delivered, but by how it performs, how it is received,
and how it endures.

The implication is direct. Sponsors are already accountable for decisions that reflect this broader view.

The Sustainability Management Plan (SMP) exists to make that accountability governable. It is not a
report. It is not an overlay. It is the mechanism by which sustainability considerations are brought into
the decisions sponsors already own. If those considerations are not visible, decisions are still made—
against a narrower definition of value than the organization itself claims to pursue.
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7.2 The SMP as Part of the Governance System
The SMP does not sit alongside governance. It operates within it.

Its purpose is to ensure that factors affecting long-term value, risk, and legitimacy are visible at the point
of decision. It connects those factors to the same mechanisms that govern the rest of the project:
mandate definition, business case integrity, decision tolerances, escalation, and continued justification.

Without this integration, sustainability remains disconnected from governance. It is documented,
reported, and discussed—but it does not influence the decisions that determine whether the project
continues, changes, or stops.

This is not a gap in sustainability practice. It is a gap in governance.

One principle from the The PMI® GPM® P5™ Standard for Sustainability in Project Management (P5
Standard) warrants stating directly here: Sustainability is managed first and reported second. An SMP
oriented primarily toward disclosure has the sequence inverted. Reporting reflects what has been
governed. It does not substitute for it.

7.3 What the SMP Is and What It Is Not

The SMP is frequently misunderstood because it is treated as a compliance instrument rather than a
decision instrument.

It is not a checklist of environmental or social actions. It is not a disclosure document. It is not a report
owned by specialists and filed at project close.

It is a structured plan for how sustainability-related impacts will be identified, assessed, governed, and
acted upon throughout the project life cycle. It is the mechanism by which assessed impacts reach the
sponsor, and by which the sponsor’s decisions on mitigation, business intervention, and changes to
scope, schedule, or budget are formally authorized and recorded.

The P5 Standard is precise on this point. The SMP formalizes accountability so that impacts are actively
managed rather than passively documented. That formalization only functions if the plan is used—
brought to governance, assessed against defined thresholds, and acted upon by the people with
authority to do so.

Treating the SMP as optional does not remove the impacts it would have identified. It only delays when
those impacts become visible and narrows the options available when they do.

This is consistent with how other elements of the project management plan suite operate. Cost,
schedule, and risk management plans define how those dimensions are governed, monitored, and
controlled. The SMP operates in the same way. It makes explicit how impacts that affect value, risk, and
legitimacy over time are governed and brought into decision-making.
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7.4 How Impacts Enter the SMP

The SMP does not generate its own content. It receives assessed impacts from the P5 Impact Analysis

(P51A) and gives them governance form.

The P5 Standard describes a deliberate sequence. Context is established first, because sustainability
decisions must be grounded in the business case and organizational priorities. Impacts are identified
before they are scored, because governance cannot evaluate what has not been defined. Scoring
precedes threshold assessment, because material significance requires structured evaluation, not
assumption. Threshold assessment precedes planning, because not all impacts require the same

response. Proposed responses are then scored again to confirm they meaningfully reduce degradation
or improve system capacity. The SMP formalizes this work. Action owners ensure execution rather than
aspiration. Reporting follows, reflecting what has been managed and measured.

This sequence protects decision integrity. Sponsors who understand it recognize that the SMP arriving at
a governance review is not the beginning of sustainability consideration—it is the output of a structured

process that has already identified, scored, and threshold-assessed the impacts that now require a

decision.

The eight-step sequence in Figure 10 moves from context through impact identification, scoring,
threshold assessment, and rescoring before the SMP is developed. At step 6, the sponsor makes three

classes of decision: approving mitigation within existing tolerances, engaging business functions beyond
the project boundary, or formally adjusting scope, schedule, or budget. Action assignment and reporting

follow.
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Figure 10. P5 Impact Analysis to SMP: Governance Sequence
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7.5 Core Components of the SMP

The P5 Standard defines what a complete SMP contains. Sponsors do not need to author these
components, but they need to understand what each one means for governance.

Purpose, scope, and boundaries make up the sustainability management context for the project—what
is in scope, what assumptions define impact boundaries, and what life cycle considerations apply to the
deliverable.

Governance and accountability consist of the roles, responsibilities, and decision authorities for
sustainability-related decisions. This includes escalation paths and the decision forums that apply when
impact thresholds are breached or material conditions change. The sponsor is named here. Their
authority is defined here.

Sustainability objectives and commitments are the objectives linked to the business case and
organizational priorities, including any nonnegotiable requirements or constraints that affect how trade-
offs may be made.

Integration with the P5IA is the current P5IA snapshot, the approach for maintaining and updating it,
and traceable linkage between prioritized impacts and planned responses. Where the P5IA is
rebaselined, the SMP defines the approval requirements.

Impact thresholds, tolerances, and controls are the defined thresholds that trigger governance action—
expressed in measurable terms where feasible—together with the corrective actions required and the
escalation protocols that apply when thresholds are exceeded. This is the mechanism by which the
project manager brings a material impact to the sponsor. A threshold breach is not a notification. It is a
trigger for a decision.

Measurement framework and sustainability KPIs are the key performance indicators derived from the
P5IA, including baseline definitions, measurement methods, data sources, frequency, and data quality
expectations. These are what make performance visible so that decisions can be informed rather than
reactive.

Planned responses and implementation approach are response strategies to minimize negative impacts
and maximize positive ones, with sequencing, resource requirements, and integration into project plans
and controls.

Sustainability risk and opportunity management address how sustainability-related risks and
opportunities will be identified, assessed, monitored, and treated—including any differences from
standard project risk management.

Assessment summaries and exclusions are summaries of relevant assessments, where applicable, and
documentation of sustainability-related scope exclusions, including rationale and any compensating
measures.

Reviews, reporting, and assurance establish review cadence and decision points, reporting
requirements, and the approach to assurance or independent review, where required.
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Sustainability reporting interface is how sustainability performance information will be prepared for
internal governance and, where relevant, for external disclosure—including responsibilities and timing.

Approvals and sign-offs are required authorizations to implement sustainability responses, controls,
thresholds, and reporting obligations. This is the formal record of sponsor decisions. It is also what
makes the SMP legally and institutionally defensible.

7.6 Ownership and Accountability
The SMP must have clear ownership.

Project teams contribute to it. Specialists inform it. PMOs may structure it. But ownership sits with the
sponsor.

In practice, the project manager brings the SMP to the sponsor as a working governance instrument. It
will contain assessed impacts—sustainability-related risks, emerging consequences, and factors that
affect value or legitimacy—that require a response beyond the project manager’s authority. The
sponsor’s role at this point is not to review a report. It is to make decisions.

Those decisions take several forms. Some assessed impacts can be addressed through mitigation that
the sponsor approves within existing tolerances. Others require intervention from parts of the business
that sit outside the project—operational functions, procurement, legal, or community relations—whose
involvement must be authorized and coordinated at the sponsor level. Others affect scope, schedule, or
budget in ways that require a formal governance decision before delivery can continue as planned.

The project manager cannot resolve these alone. That is precisely why the SMP flows to the sponsor
rather than stopping at the delivery level. The approvals and sign-offs component of the SMP is where
these decisions are recorded—not as administrative confirmation, but as the formal authorization that
makes responses implementable and the organization’s position defensible.

If no one at the sponsor level owns how assessed impacts translate into decisions, impacts are
documented but not governed. That is not a sustainability program failure. It is a sponsorship failure.

7.7 Integration With the Business Case
The SMP does not replace the business case. It strengthens it.

The business case defines why the project is justified. The SMP ensures that factors affecting that
justification beyond immediate delivery are visible—testing assumptions about long-term value,
identifying risks not captured in financial models, and highlighting dependencies that affect viability over
time.

When these elements are excluded, decisions are made on incomplete information. A project may
remain financially justified in the short term while becoming untenable under regulatory, operational, or
stakeholder conditions that were foreseeable but unexamined. The P5 Standard is direct on this:
Sponsors should be informed promptly if assumptions underlying feasibility are no longer valid. The SMP
is the instrument that makes that information available before the business case erodes.
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7.8 Use at Decision Points

The SMP is not created once and filed. It is used when decisions are made.

The project manager brings assessed impacts to the sponsor at defined governance points—and when
material conditions change between them. Each assessed impact arrives with a view of what response it
requires: mitigation within existing authority, business intervention beyond the project boundary, or a
formal decision on scope, schedule, or budget.

The sponsor’s role at each point is to determine which response applies and to act. Where mitigation is
sufficient and within tolerance, the sponsor approves it. Where the impact requires parts of the business
to be involved, the sponsor initiates and coordinates that engagement. Where scope, schedule, or
budget is affected, the sponsor makes the governance decision—formally and on the record.

These are not additional questions layered onto existing decisions. They are the same gatekeeping
decisions described in Chapter 6—authorize, continue, change, stop—applied to the specific impacts the
SMP has made visible. Not acting on an assessed impact is itself a decision. The sponsor who receives
the SMP and defers without explicit reasoning has made a choice—one that will be difficult to defend if
the impact surfaces later with fewer options and higher cost.

7.9 Avoiding Checklist Behavior

A common failure pattern is treating the SMP as a checklist. Actions are completed. Requirements are
met. Reports are produced. The appearance of control is maintained. Decision-making does not change.

A completed checklist does not mean the right decisions have been made. It means activities have been
recorded.

The P5 Standard is explicit that the SMP formalizes accountability so that impacts are actively managed
rather than passively documented. Active management means decisions are made, approvals are
granted, business functions are engaged, and governance responses are recorded. Passive
documentation means the SMP exists, thresholds are defined, and impacts are noted—but no one with
authority has acted on them.

Governance is concerned with decisions, not completion. The purpose of the SMP is not to demonstrate
that sustainability was considered. It is to ensure that sustainability shaped the decisions that
determined what the project became.

7.10 The SMP Across the Life Cycle
The SMP evolves with the project.

At initiation, it identifies key exposures and assumptions. During planning, it is refined, linked to the
mandate, and thresholds are defined. During execution, it is used to surface assessed impacts and
inform sponsor decisions as conditions change. At closing, it supports transition into operations and the
tracking of outcomes and benefits that extend beyond delivery.
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This mirrors the role of the business case. A business case written at authorization and never revisited is
not a governance instrument—it is a historical record. The same applies to the SMP. A plan that is not
updated as the P5IA is rebaselined, and not brought to governance when thresholds are exceeded, is
not functioning as designed.

7.11 The SMP and STEWARD
The SMP reinforces each of the STEWARD accountabilities directly.

It supports mandate clarity by making long-term implications explicit at authorization. It informs
tolerances by defining the thresholds that determine when escalation is required. It enables delivery by
clarifying sustainability constraints and expectations before they become delivery problems. It
strengthens trade-off decisions by ensuring consequences are visible when they are weighed. It supports
escalation by providing the structured basis on which the project manager brings assessed impacts to
the sponsor. It protects value by surfacing risks that extend beyond delivery before options narrow. It
reinforces governance discipline by embedding these considerations into the decisions that govern the
project—not as an addition, but as part of the same decision logic.

Where the SMP is absent, weak, or treated as a reporting artifact, elements of STEWARD are not being
exercised with full information. Mandate is defined without full context. Trade-offs are made without
full consequence. Value is protected only in the short term.

7.12 Chapter Summary

Sustainability does not introduce a new responsibility for sponsors. It exposes whether existing
responsibilities are being carried out with full awareness of consequence.

The SMP makes long-term value, risk, and legitimacy visible within governance. It receives assessed
impacts from the P5IA, structures them against defined thresholds, and brings them to the sponsor in a
form that enables decisions—on mitigation, on business intervention, and on changes to scope,
schedule, or budget when the evidence requires it.

Projects do not avoid long-term risk, regulatory exposure, or shifts in stakeholder acceptance because
those factors were not included in a plan. They encounter them later, with fewer options and higher
cost.

The question for sponsors is not whether sustainability has been considered. It is whether the decisions
that determined what the project became were made with a complete view of what they were
committing the organization to.

Chapter 8 examines how organizational structures and PMOs support this discipline—ensuring that
sponsorship is sustained as a capability rather than dependent on individual practice.
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8. The Role of the Organization and PMO in
Sponsorship

Effective sponsorship is not the result of individual effort alone. It is the
outcome of a system. The PMO is the part of that system closest to where
sponsorship either holds or fails.

8.1 Sponsorship Is Not an Individual Capability

Sponsorship is often treated as an attribute of individuals. Experienced executives are assigned as
sponsors and expected to exercise judgment, authority, and oversight based on their role and
experience.

This produces inconsistent outcomes.

Some sponsors are highly effective. They define clear mandates, act decisively at key points, and
maintain alignment over time. Others are less engaged, unclear on their role, or constrained by
competing priorities. The difference is not always capability. It is often the absence of an environment
that supports consistent sponsorship.

Sponsorship is not only an individual competency. It is an organizational capability.

Organizations that rely solely on individual strength create variability. Organizations that define,
support, and reinforce sponsorship create consistency. The system that surrounds a sponsor determines
whether their decisions are well-informed, well-timed, and well-supported—or whether they are made
in a vacuum.

8.2 What Organizations Must Provide
Effective sponsorship depends on the conditions in which sponsors operate.

Sponsors require role clarity that is unambiguous about what they are accountable for and what they
are not. They require aligned authority—the ability to act at the level they are held responsible. They
need decision structures that establish clear pathways for escalation and resolution, and access to
relevant information at the point where judgment is required. They need capacity: sufficient time and
focused attention to fulfill the role.

When these conditions are absent, sponsors do not stop making decisions. They make them with
incomplete information, unclear authority, or delayed escalation. The issue is not whether sponsors are
capable. It is whether the system allows them to act.

Organizations that treat sponsorship as a title without building the conditions to support it should not
expect consistent governance. The conditions matter as much as the people.
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8.3 The Role of the PMO

Project Management Offices: A Practice Guide (PMI, 2025) defines the modern PMO as a value-driven
service provider—a dynamic, customer-centric partner in organizational success rather than an
administrative or process-enforcement body. Its effectiveness is measured not by the volume of
reporting or controls it produces, but by the value it enables through better decisions, stronger
alignment, and improved outcomes.

Within this model, PMOs serve as the crucial link between executive vision and operational execution.
Sponsors—as the executives accountable for whether projects remain worth doing—are among the
most important customers the PMO serves.

The PMO supports sponsorship through a defined set of services:

« Governance oversight: Establishing and maintaining the governance frameworks that ensure
projects are managed in accordance with organizational policies and decision structures

- Benefits realization management: Managing and measuring the realization of benefits across
the portfolio so that sponsors have visibility into whether intended value is being achieved

« Knowledge management: Capturing, organizing, and sharing lessons learned and good practices
to support organizational learning and continuity

 Portfolio management: Providing visibility across the portfolio so that sponsors understand
interdependencies, resource constraints, and trade-offs

- Strategic planning support: Ensuring that projects and programs remain aligned with long-term
organizational goals as conditions change

 Training and development: Building the competency and role clarity that sponsors need to fulfill
their accountability consistently

These services do not replace the sponsor’s role. They make it possible to perform it consistently.

8.4 Avoiding Substitution
A common failure pattern is the substitution of PMO activity for sponsorship.

When governance weakens, organizations often respond by increasing PMO involvement. More
reporting, more controls, more oversight. Visibility improves, but decision-making does not. The PMO
can inform decisions. It cannot make them.

When sponsors rely on the PMO to carry governance, accountability shifts away from where it belongs.
Decisions are delayed, diluted, or avoided. The PMO practice guide is direct on this point: value delivery
—not process adherence—is the primary measure of PMO success. A PMO that produces well-
formatted reports while the sponsor remains disengaged from the decisions those reports are meant to
support has not delivered value. It has produced documentation.

No service provided by the PMO can substitute for sponsor accountability. The PMO enables
governance. The sponsor exercises it.
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8.5 Standardization Without Rigidity
Consistency in sponsorship requires common structures, but not rigid uniformity.

Effective organizations define common governance principles, consistent decision frameworks, and
standard artifacts, including the business case and the SMP. At the same time, they allow governance to
be calibrated to the scale, complexity, and risk of each project. The PMO practice guide is explicit that
PMOs should tailor their services to meet the specific needs of their customers. Over-governing a
straightforward project is as harmful as under-governing a complex one.

The objective is coherence, not uniformity. Sponsors should not have to invent governance for each
project. They should operate within a system that is recognizable and usable—one where the standards
are clear enough to provide a common reference point, and flexible enough to be applied with
judgment.

8.6 Institutional Memory and Continuity

Projects often extend beyond the tenure of the individuals involved. Sponsors change. Teams evolve.
Context shifts.

Without continuity, the basis of decisions is lost. The original mandate is forgotten. Assumptions that
shaped the business case become invisible. Trade-offs that were made deliberately—and their
rationale—disappear from institutional memory. New sponsors reconstruct rather than build.

Organizations must retain the original mandate, the key assumptions behind it, the major decisions
made and their reasoning, and the record of how justification evolved over time. The knowledge
management service the PMO provides is the mechanism for this. Capturing, organizing, and sharing
project management knowledge, lessons learned, and good practices is not an administrative function.
It is the organizational infrastructure that allows governance to accumulate rather than reset with each
transition.

Without it, governance starts over. With it, sponsors inherit context rather than confusion.

8.7 Information, Visibility, and Decision Support
Sponsors require visibility. They do not require volume.

The role of the organization, enabled by the PMO through data analytics and reporting, is to ensure that
information reflects decision needs rather than reporting conventions. The questions that matter are
not whether a task is on schedule, but whether the project remains aligned, justified, and viable as a
whole. Risks and assumptions must be visible. Changes in conditions must be detectable early.
Comparisons across initiatives must be possible.

Too little information leads to delayed decisions. Too much information leads to disengagement. The
PMOQ'’s data analytics and reporting capability exists not to generate comprehensive status records, but
to ensure that the right signals reach the sponsor at the right time—when a decision can still be made
with options intact.
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Effective decision support provides clarity at the point where judgment is required, not a comprehensive
account of what has already happened.

8.8 Developing Sponsors

Organizations invest substantially in developing project managers. Sponsors are often expected to learn
through experience.

This creates inconsistency that the PMO can and should address directly. The PMO practice guide
identifies training and development as a core PMO service—building the skills, competencies, and
knowledge necessary to operate effectively within the governance system. For sponsors, this means
ensuring they understand their accountability for mandate and justification, how governance operates
and when to act, how to evaluate trade-offs, and what the SMP requires of them.

This is not intuitive knowledge. Experienced executives understand strategy and operations. They are
not always clear on the specific governance responsibilities the sponsor role carries, or on the practical
difference between managing delivery and governing a project. Organizations that provide clear
expectations, practical guidance, and access to decision support give their sponsors the preparation the
role requires.

The research is consistent on this point: PMOs with increasingly strategic roles generate more value for
their organizations. Supporting sponsor development is one of the most direct expressions of that
strategic function.

8.9 Embedding Sustainability in the System
Sustainability cannot depend on individual sponsors alone.

If considerations of long-term value, risk, and impact are not embedded into governance structures,
business case development, and portfolio decision-making, they will be applied inconsistently. A sponsor
who understands sustainability governance will apply it. One who does not—or who operates without
structural support—will default to the narrower set of considerations that standard reporting makes
visible.

The PMO ensures that the SMP is integrated into the governance system—not as an additional
requirement, but as part of the same decision framework that governs mandate, tolerances, and
continuation. The P5IA and SMP require the same governance infrastructure that supports every other
aspect of project decision-making: consistent templates, clear escalation paths, defined review points,
and records of decisions and their rationale.

When the PMO provides this infrastructure, sustainability is governable. When it does not, it remains
conceptual—present in policy; absent in practice.
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8.10 Sponsorship as a System
Effective sponsorship is not the result of individual effort alone. It is the outcome of a system.

That system includes clearly defined roles with aligned authority, structured decision-making with

explicit tolerances and escalation paths, PMO-enabled services across governance oversight, knowledge

management, benefits realization, and decision support, and organizational learning that preserves
context across transitions.

The PMO practice guide positions this as a continuum. PMOs in early or constrained organizational
scenarios provide foundational support—standardization, basic governance structures, knowledge
capture. As organizational maturity develops and the PMQ’s strategic role deepens, that support
extends into portfolio-level visibility, benefits tracking, sponsor development, and integrated
sustainability governance. The sophistication of support available to sponsors should grow with the
organization’s ambition for consistent outcomes.

When these elements are aligned, sponsorship becomes repeatable. When they are not, outcomes

depend on individual capability and circumstance—which is not a governance system. It is a gamble on

the quality of each appointment.
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Each component is a PMO service responsibility.

Figure 11. Sponsorship as a System

As shown in Figure 11, consistent sponsorship depends on five enabling components—defined roles and
aligned authority, decision structures and tolerances, knowledge management and continuity, benefits
realization and portfolio visibility, and sponsor development and decision support. Each is a PMO service

capability. The sponsor at the center can act with judgment and authority only when the system
surrounding them is functional.
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8.11 Chapter Summary
Sponsorship is an organizational capability.

The organization defines the conditions under which sponsors operate. The PMO enables those
conditions through services that support decision-making, governance oversight, knowledge continuity,
benefits realization, portfolio visibility, and sponsor development. The PMO does not replace the
sponsor. It makes effective sponsorship possible.

When this system is in place, decisions are clearer, governance is stronger, and projects remain aligned
with value over time. When it is not, governance fragments into individual performance—sometimes
strong, often inconsistent, and always fragile.

Chapter 9 examines how these dynamics hold under conditions of complexity, change, and
organizational pressure, where sponsorship is most tested and the system either proves its worth or
reveals its gaps.
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9. Navigating Complexity, Change, and
Organizational Dynamics

The decisions that define a project’s outcome are rarely made at
authorization. They are made later, under pressure, with incomplete
information, when the basis for the original plan no longer holds. That is
when sponsorship either functions or fails.

9.1 Where Sponsorship Gets Real
Sponsorship looks straightforward when everything is aligned.

The mandate is clear. The business case holds. Stakeholders are supportive. Governance operates as
designed. Delivery is proceeding within tolerances and there is no compelling reason to act.

That phase does not last.

As delivery progresses, conditions change. Assumptions weaken. Stakeholders who were aligned at
approval begin to diverge when impacts become real. Trade-offs that were theoretical become
immediate. Pressure builds to maintain progress even when the basis for that progress is no longer as
solid as it was.

This is where sponsorship stops being conceptual. The sponsor is no longer approving a plan. They are
deciding what to do when the plan no longer holds. Most of the decisions that matter are not made at
the start. They are made here—and the quality of those decisions is what separates governance from its
appearance.

9.2 Complexity Is Felt Before It Is Understood
Complexity does not arrive labeled.

It shows up as uncertainty that cannot be resolved quickly, decisions that affect multiple parts of the
organization in ways that are difficult to predict, and consequences that extend beyond what can be
measured in the moment. At first, it looks like a delivery issue—a delay, a risk, a stakeholder concern.
Then it becomes clear that it is not about execution. It is about whether the current path still makes
sense, whether the trade-offs being made remain acceptable, and whether the original assumptions still
hold.

Complexity is not the number of moving parts. It is the point at which cause and effect are no longer
clear, and decisions must be made anyway. Sponsors do not get to wait for clarity. The role requires
deciding in its absence, with the understanding that waiting for certainty is itself a choice—one that
typically narrows options rather than expanding them.
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9.3 The Organization Is Not a Neutral Environment
Projects are often described as if they operate within a controlled system. They do not.

They operate inside organizations where priorities compete, resources are constrained, influence is
uneven, and alignment shifts over time. A decision that is rational from a project perspective may be
resisted by a business unit that bears the cost. A trade-off that protects long-term value may conflict
with short-term performance expectations. A project that remains justified in principle may become
difficult to defend politically.

None of this is visible in the business case.

Sponsors sit in the middle of it. They are expected to maintain alignment where it no longer occurs
naturally, make decisions that not everyone will support, and hold the project to its mandate even when
pressure builds to compromise it. These dynamics do not disappear because governance documents do
not acknowledge them. They shape decisions regardless. The sponsor who ignores the organizational
environment does not avoid it—they simply allow it to operate without visibility.

9.4 Authority Is Clear on Paper, Less So in Practice
Governance structures define authority. Reality tests it.

A sponsor may have formal authority to make a decision. That does not mean the organization will
absorb the consequences without resistance. A decision to stop a project, reduce scope, increase cost,
or delay delivery will affect different stakeholders in different ways. Some will support it. Others will not.
The quality of the decision is not in doubt. What is uncertain is whether the organization can hold it.

This is where formal authority is necessary but not sufficient. Authority makes the decision possible.
Influence, preparation, and explicit communication of trade-offs determine whether the decision can be
sustained once made. Sponsors who understand this engage the organizational environment before
decisions are required, not after. They understand who is affected, anticipate where resistance will
arise, and are explicit about what is being traded off and why. This is not political management. It is the
work of making governance decisions durable.

9.5 Stakeholders Do Not Stay Still
Stakeholder alignment at authorization is temporary. It reflects expectations at a point in time.

As the project progresses, impacts become clearer, consequences become more immediate, and
priorities shift. Stakeholders who supported the project may begin to question it. Others who were
neutral may find themselves affected. New stakeholders may emerge as the project’s footprint becomes
real. This is not a communication failure. It is a natural consequence of change becoming concrete.

Sponsors must recognize that alignment must be maintained rather than assumed, and that shifts in
stakeholder positions are signals rather than obstacles. Loss of support is often an early indicator that
something in the mandate, assumptions, or trade-offs needs to be revisited—not managed away, but
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genuinely examined. Managing stakeholders is not about maintaining agreement. It is about maintaining
legitimacy. A project that is technically proceeding but losing legitimacy is not proceeding safely.

9.6 Decision Friction Is Normal

In complex environments, decisions slow down. Not because people are ineffective, but because the
information is incomplete, the consequences are uncertain, and agreement is difficult. This creates
friction.

The instinctive responses are predictable: Delay the decision, ask for more analysis, avoid escalation,
make a partial decision to preserve momentum. All of these reduce immediate discomfort. None of
them improve the outcome. They trade short-term relief for later exposure—and each one slightly shifts
the project’s operating reality away from the governance framework that was designed to govern it.

Sponsors must operate differently. They must recognize when waiting for certainty is no longer useful,
when the cost of delay exceeds the benefit of additional information, and act. Not because the decision
is clear, but because not deciding is itself a decision—one that is made by default, without authority,
and without visibility into the trade-off being accepted.

9.7 How Governance Breaks Under Pressure

Governance rarely fails through a single breakdown. It weakens through small adjustments that are
individually reasonable and collectively destructive.

An issue that should have been escalated is handled within the team because raising it feels premature.
A trade-off that should have been surfaced to the sponsor is absorbed into delivery because the team
does not want to create alarm. A decision that required sponsor input is delayed to avoid disruption and
then eventually made without it. Each of these makes sense in isolation. Together they change how the
project is governed.

By the time this becomes visible, the system has already shifted. The project is still reporting. Meetings
are still happening. Status appears controlled. But decisions are no longer being made where they
should be. The governance structure exists. It is just no longer functioning.
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Each deviation is individually reasonable. Together they move decision-making out of the governance structure and into delivery. The gap widens silently.

Figure 12. Governance Drift Under Pressure

Figure 12 depicts how governance drifts under pressure: Each individual deviation—an unescalated
issue, an absorbed trade-off, a decision made after the fact—appears manageable in isolation. Together
they move decision-making progressively out of the governance structure and into delivery. The gap
between formal governance and actual decisions widens silently, without triggering any single
threshold. No single deviation triggers a formal response. The pattern is what matters.

Sponsors need to watch for this in patterns rather than reports: if there are fewer escalations than

expected, if issues that should have triggered thresholds are consistently absorbed, if decisions are
being presented after the fact rather than before. When these patterns emerge, the problem is not
performance. It is loss of control—and the reports will not say so.

9.8 Holding the Line on Decision Integrity

Under pressure, the easiest thing to lose is decision integrity. Not because people are careless, but
because time is limited, information is incomplete, and pressure to continue is constant. Decisions get
made without full visibility, without clear authority, without revisiting justification. The project
continues, but it is no longer governed in the sense that matters.

Sponsors protect decision integrity by doing a small number of things consistently. They make trade-offs
explicit rather than allowing them to be absorbed. They insist on escalation when thresholds are
exceeded, even when escalation is inconvenient. They revisit justification when conditions change
materially, rather than allowing the business case to remain static while the project evolves around it.
They refuse to let momentum substitute for decision—recognizing that continuation based on inertia is
not a governance choice. It is the absence of one.
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None of this is procedural. Procedures can be followed while decision integrity erodes. This is
discipline—the willingness to apply governance consistently in exactly the conditions where the instinct
is to let it slip.

The difference between a governed project and an ungoverned one is not the presence of governance
structures. It is whether those structures are used when they are inconvenient. Anyone can govern
under easy conditions. The test is here.

9.9 Where Sustainability Becomes Visible

Sustainability does not introduce new complexity into the conditions this chapter describes. It makes
existing complexity harder to ignore.

In stable conditions, long-term impacts can be deferred. There is always another review cycle, another
reporting period, another stage gate where the broader consequences can be addressed. Under
complex and pressured conditions, that deferral becomes untenable. Stakeholder resistance based on
impacts the project was creating all along intensifies. Regulatory exposure that was always present
becomes immediate. Consequences that were documented in the SMP but not acted upon begin to
surface in delivery.

Sponsors do not need new tools at this point. They need to apply the same governance discipline to
longer time horizons, broader stakeholder consequences, and less certain outcomes than standard
delivery reporting provides. The SMP exists for exactly this moment—not as a document to be
referenced under pressure, but as a governance instrument that should have been active throughout, so
that when complexity intensifies, the relevant information is already in the room.

Sustainability governance under pressure is not more demanding than sustainability governance in
stable conditions. It is the same discipline, applied when the instinct is to narrow rather than maintain
the frame.

9.10 What This Demands of the Sponsor

The responsibilities described in this chapter do not appear in most governance documentation. They
are not procedural. They cannot be delegated, templated, or satisfied through reporting.

Sponsors operating in complex, pressured, or rapidly changing conditions are expected to decide
without full information and act without full alignment. They are expected to hold position when
pressure mounts to compromise the mandate, maintain governance discipline when the instinct is to let
it relax, and remain accountable for outcomes that will not be fully visible for months or years after the
decisions that shaped them were made.

That is the role in its full form. Not oversight. Not sponsorship in name. It requires judgment under
uncertainty, exercised at the points where it matters—before options narrow, before costs compound,
and before the gap between the governed project and the actual project becomes too wide to close.

Organizations that understand this build the system described in Chapter 8 precisely because they
recognize that individual judgment, however strong, is insufficient on its own. The system exists to make
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that judgment better-informed, better-supported, and more likely to hold under the conditions where
governance is hardest.

9.11 Chapter Summary
Projects do not fail because complexity exists. They fail because complexity is not governed.

As conditions change, assumptions weaken, and stakeholders diverge, the sponsor becomes the point at
which the project either remains coherent or begins to drift. Governance structures provide the
framework. They do not make the decisions. Sponsors do.

The patterns that indicate governance is breaking—declining escalations, absorbed trade-offs, decisions
made after the fact—are visible before they become critical, if someone is looking for them. The
accumulation of small deviations is what produces the large failures that appear sudden from the
outside.

Holding the line on decision integrity under pressure, maintaining the discipline to revisit justification
when conditions change, and refusing to let momentum substitute for governance—these are not
exceptional acts. They are the ordinary requirements of responsible sponsorship applied in the
conditions where it is most tested.

That is where sponsorship is tested. And that is where it matters most.

Chapter 10 addresses how sponsors bring this discipline to close—to the handover of outcomes, the
realization of benefits, and the responsibilities that do not end when delivery does.
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10. Responsible Sponsorship at Scale

A decision that is right for a project can be wrong for the system. Sponsors
operating at scale are accountable for both.

10.1 Scale Changes the Conditions of Responsibility

At the level of a single project, sponsorship operates within a relatively contained system. The mandate
is defined, the governance structure is visible, and accountability is clear. Even when conditions become
difficult, the boundaries of responsibility are largely understood.

At scale, those conditions change.

Projects exist within programs, portfolios, and broader organizational initiatives where decisions are
interdependent. Resources are shared. Timelines overlap. Outcomes are no longer produced by a single
mandate but by the interaction of many. In this environment, no sponsor has full visibility, and no single
governance forum holds the complete picture.

Responsibility does not diminish in this context. It expands.

Sponsors remain accountable for their mandate, but the consequences of their decisions extend beyond
it. A decision that is sound within a project boundary may create misalignment elsewhere. A trade-off
that preserves value locally may erode value across the system.

Responsible sponsorship at scale requires operating with an awareness that the project is part of a
larger decision environment, not separate from it.

10.2 The Limits of Local Optimization

One of the most persistent failure patterns at scale is local optimization.

Sponsors make decisions that are rational within the context of their project. Scope is protected,
timelines are maintained, and resources are secured. Each decision is defensible when viewed in
isolation.

The problem is not the quality of individual decisions. It is their interaction.

When multiple sponsors optimize locally without regard to system effects, the result is cumulative
misalignment. Dependencies are strained, shared resources are overcommitted, and trade-offs made in
one area create consequences in another that were neither visible nor governed.

This is not a failure of intent. It is a failure of perspective.

Figure 13 shows how each project-level decision—securing a resource, protecting a schedule, reporting
progress—is justified within its own mandate. None breaches a threshold. None triggers an escalation.
Together they produce a system-level consequence that no individual sponsor governed. The gap
between local justification and system consequence is where scale introduces its distinctive risk.

70



The PMI® GPM® Guide to Responsible Project Sponsorship | PMI & GPM

Project Level System Level
Resource secured Shared pool depleted
Consequence not governed
Decision within Visible only at
project authority portfolio level
Schedule protected Parallel project delayed
Consequence not governed
Mandate delivered No threshold
on time Ungoverned breached locally
l " l
Project reports Portfolio
Consequence not governed N
progress misaligned
Within tolerances Strategy not
delivered

Each project-level decision is justified. None triggers an escalation. Together they produce a system consequence no single sponsor governs.

It is between what was

Figure 13. Local Decision, System Consequence

Responsible sponsorship requires asking not only whether a decision is justified within the project, but
whether it remains justified when its effects on the surrounding system are taken into account.

10.3 Fragmented Decision-Making

As scale increases, decision-making becomes distributed.

Authority exists at multiple levels: project, program, portfolio, and enterprise. Each level has its own
governance structures, decision forums, and accountabilities. In principle, this creates order. In practice,
it introduces fragmentation.

Decisions that should be connected are made separately. Information does not move cleanly between
levels. A change recognized at the portfolio level may not be reflected in project mandates. A risk
identified within a project may not be escalated in a way that allows the broader system to respond.

The system continues to function, but coherence weakens.

Responsible sponsorship requires understanding where decisions sit within this structure and ensuring
they are connected. It is not sufficient to make the right decision at the project level if that decision is
inconsistent with what is being decided elsewhere.

10.4 Alignment Degrades Gradually

Misalignment at scale is rarely the result of a single failure; it develops incrementally:

« A program-level priority shifts, but existing component mandates are not revisited.
» A portfolio decision reallocates resources, but the implications are not fully absorbed at the
project level.
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+ A dependency becomes more critical over time but remains treated as manageable.
Each of these changes is individually reasonable. Together, they alter the system.

By the time misalignment becomes visible, it is already embedded in schedules, commitments, and
expectations. Correcting it requires rework, renegotiation, and often a loss of credibility.

Responsible sponsors do not wait for misalignment to become obvious. They look for early indications
that the assumptions connecting their project to the broader system no longer hold, and they act before
those conditions harden into constraints.

10.5 Time Horizons and Accumulated Exposure

At scale, projects are rarely short-lived. Programs and portfolios extend over longer periods, during
which conditions change in ways that cannot be fully anticipated at the outset.

This extends the gap between decision and consequence.

Early decisions about scope, sequencing, procurement, and design propagate across multiple initiatives
and over time. Their effects accumulate. By the time outcomes are fully visible, the opportunity to
adjust those decisions has often passed.

This creates a form of exposure that is not immediately apparent. The system appears stable while risk is
building beneath it.

Responsible sponsorship requires governing with a longer time horizon. Decisions cannot be assessed
only against immediate delivery outcomes. They must be evaluated in terms of how they shape the
system over time, including dependencies, constraints, and future flexibility.

10.6 Sustainability as a System Condition

At scale, sustainability is no longer confined to individual project considerations.

Impacts accumulate across initiatives. Resource use, stakeholder effects, regulatory exposure, and
reputational risk are no longer isolated. They become characteristics of the entire system.

A decision that is acceptable within a single project may contribute to a pattern that is not acceptable at
the portfolio level. Small impacts, repeated across multiple initiatives, become material.

This is where sustainability moves from being a project-level consideration to a system condition.

Responsible sponsors must therefore consider not only the sustainability implications of their own
project, but how those implications contribute to cumulative effects across the organization’s work. This
does not require new governance structures. It requires applying existing governance with an awareness
of aggregation.
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10.7 Coordination and Accountability
Scaling introduces a tension between coordination and accountability.

As more sponsors become involved, coordination becomes necessary. Dependencies must be managed,
priorities aligned, and decisions synchronized. This often leads to shared forums, collective decision-
making, and increased process.

The risk is that accountability becomes diffused.

When decisions are shared, it becomes less clear who is responsible for their consequences. Delays
increase. Ownership weakens. Decisions are revisited rather than acted upon.

Responsible sponsorship maintains accountability within coordination.

Each sponsor remains accountable for their mandate and for how their decisions affect the system.
Coordination supports this by making interdependencies visible and aligning decision timing. It does not
replace individual responsibility.

10.8 The Role of the PMO at Scale
At scale, the PMO becomes essential to maintaining coherence.
Its role is not to control the system, but to make it visible and navigable.

This includes providing:

- visibility across initiatives, including dependencies and resource constraints

- comparability between projects, allowing trade-offs to be understood consistently

- structured decision frameworks that operate across levels

- continuity of information, so that decisions are based on current conditions rather than outdated
assumptions

The PMO enables alignment. It does not create it.

Sponsors must use the visibility and structure the PMO provides to make decisions that remain
consistent across the system. Without that, the PMO becomes a reporting function rather than a
governance enabler.

10.9 Failure at Scale

When sponsorship does not scale, failure patterns are consistent.

Projects perform well individually but do not produce coherent outcomes collectively. Decisions are
made within local boundaries without regard to system impact. Governance structures multiply, but
decision quality does not improve.

The organization appears active. Progress is reported. Milestones are achieved.
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But value is diluted across competing priorities, and outcomes fail to align with strategy.

This is not a delivery problem. It is a failure of sponsorship to operate at the level required by the
system.

10.10 Responsible Sponsorship at Scale

Responsible sponsorship at scale does not require broader control. It requires greater discipline.

Sponsors must maintain clarity of mandate while understanding system context. They must ensure that
decisions made within their authority remain aligned with decisions made elsewhere. They must
recognize when local optimization creates system risk and act accordingly.

They must also accept that not all variables can be controlled. The objective is not to eliminate
complexity, but to ensure that decisions remain deliberate, connected, and justifiable as conditions
evolve.

At scale, responsibility is not defined by the boundaries of a single project. It is defined by the sponsor’s
contribution to the coherence of the system.
10.11 Chapter Summary

Scale changes the conditions under which sponsorship operates. Decisions become interdependent,
alignment becomes harder to maintain, and consequences extend over longer periods and across
multiple initiatives.

Responsible sponsorship in this environment requires more than effective project-level governance. It
requires awareness of system effects, discipline in maintaining alignment, and accountability that is not
diluted by coordination structures.

Projects at scale do not fail because they are large. They fail because the system they operate within is
not governed coherently.

Sponsors are central to that coherence.
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11. Al as a Decision-Support Tool

Al makes decisions faster to reach and easier to justify. Neither of those
things makes them better. That distinction is the sponsor's responsibility.

11.1 The Expansion of Decision Capability

Artificial intelligence (Al) is changing how decisions are informed. It increases the volume of available
insight, accelerates analysis, and makes patterns visible earlier than traditional approaches. Forecasts
can be generated continuously. Scenarios can be explored quickly. Variance can be detected before it
becomes visible through conventional reporting.

This changes the conditions under which sponsors operate—not by simplifying decisions, but by making
them more frequent, more visible, and more immediate. The expectation shifts from periodic review to
continuous awareness. What was once revisited at defined intervals is now visible at any point. This
creates pressure to act sooner and more often, on information that is more abundant but not
necessarily more certain.

The presence of Al does not reduce the need for sponsorship. It increases the number of moments
where sponsorship must be exercised—and raises the stakes for what happens when it is not.

11.2 Information Increases; Uncertainty Remains
Al improves access to information. It does not remove uncertainty.

Models are based on data, assumptions, and design choices. They reflect patterns that have been
observed and rely on the assumption that the future will unfold in ways consistent with the past.
Outputs may appear precise, but they remain conditional on the validity of the assumptions underlying
them. This creates a subtle but significant shift in risk. Decisions may be made with greater confidence,
but not necessarily with greater validity. The clarity of the output can obscure the uncertainty of the
inputs.

Sponsors must continue to ask what assumptions an Al-generated output relies on, what conditions
would invalidate it, and what is not represented in the view it provides. These are not technical
guestions. They are governance questions—the same questions that apply to any analysis brought into a
decision, and that carry the same weight when the source is algorithmic rather than human.

Al improves visibility. It does not eliminate the need for judgment about what the visible information
means and whether it is sufficient to act on.
11.3 Decision Compression

As Al becomes embedded in project environments, the volume of signals increases and the pace at
which they are generated accelerates. Deviations are identified earlier. Alternative scenarios can be
produced on demand. Waiting for certainty becomes less viable. The presence of more information
creates pressure to act—even when conditions are not fully understood.
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This compression of decision windows is the most operationally significant effect of Al for working
sponsors. The question is not whether to act on available information, but whether sufficient
understanding exists to make a decision that can be owned and defended. More information does not
answer that question. It makes the question more urgent.

The test is not whether a recommendation has been generated. It is whether the decision-maker
understands the basis for that recommendation well enough to take accountability for it. When that
understanding is absent, acting on an Al output is not a decision. It is a delegation to a system that
carries no accountability.

11.4 When Use Outpaces Governance

In many organizations, the adoption of Al is advancing faster than the structures that govern it. Teams
adopt tools. Individuals experiment. Outputs begin to influence decisions before formal governance
mechanisms have been defined. By the time standards and controls are established, Al is already
embedded in practice.

This creates a gap between how decisions are being made and how they are being governed—and
unlike most governance gaps, this one is not the result of neglect. It is the natural consequence of
accessibility. Al tools are available, useful, and easy to adopt. Governance frameworks are slower to
develop and require organizational investment. The gap is structural, not accidental, and it will not close
on its own.

For sponsors, the implication is direct. Decisions are already being influenced by Al, whether or not
governance explicitly accounts for it. The question is not whether Al is being used. It is whether its role
in decision-making is visible and controlled. If it is not, governance is already operating behind the actual
conditions of the project.

11.5 Al Within Governance, Not Outside It

Al does not exempt any decision from governance. It must be incorporated into the governance
framework that already exists.

Decision rights, escalation thresholds, and mandate boundaries remain in place. What changes is the
input into those decisions. Al introduces new sources of insight, new forms of analysis, and new
potential failure modes. Each of these must be governed in the same way as any other factor affecting
value, risk, and justification. This includes understanding how outputs are generated, identifying where
assumptions may fail, and ensuring that decisions remain traceable and explainable after they are made.

Governance is not strengthened by the presence of Al. It is strengthened when Al is made visible within
governance—when the role it plays in informing a decision is named, assessed, and held to the same
standard of scrutiny as any other input.

11.6 Accountability Does Not Delegate

Al systems can generate recommendations, surface risks, and model consequences. They do not carry
accountability for the decisions that follow.
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Responsibility remains with the sponsor. This is not a conceptual point. It must be made operational. For
every Al-informed decision, there must be clear ownership of the decision itself, explicit understanding
of the basis on which it was made, and the ability to explain it if it is subsequently challenged.

This means sponsors must ensure that the governance structures surrounding Al use define where
human judgment is applied and where human intervention is required—not as an afterthought, but as a
designed feature of how Al inputs are used. Where those definitions are absent, decisions are
influenced without being owned. That is the condition in which accountability dissolves—not
dramatically, but gradually, as the source of a decision becomes harder to trace and the person
nominally responsible becomes harder to hold accountable.

11.7 Transparency as a Governance Requirement

Al introduces a specific and nonnegotiable transparency requirement: The basis of decisions must
remain visible and explicable.

This is not primarily a technical requirement. It does not necessarily mean publishing model
specifications or audit logs, though in some contexts it may. It means that for any decision informed by
Al, the sponsor can account for how the output was used, how it influenced the decision, and what
trade-offs were made. If a decision cannot be explained in those terms, it cannot be governed—because
governance requires that decisions be traceable to the authority and reasoning that produced them.

In practice, this means that reliance on Al must be explicit rather than implicit, that the conclusions
drawn from Al outputs must be stated separately from the outputs themselves, and that the human
judgment applied at each stage of the decision must be identifiable. Sponsors who allow Al-generated
analysis to be presented as conclusions without this separation are not governing the decisions that
follow. They are ratifying them.

11.8 Risk Does Not Disappear; It Changes Form
Al does not remove risk from projects. It changes where risk appears and how it behaves.

Traditional risks remain: Cost, schedule, scope, and delivery performance continue to require
governance. New risks emerge alongside them: reliance on incorrect or incomplete data, model
assumptions that reflect past conditions rather than present ones, overconfidence in the precision of
generated outputs, decisions made faster than they are understood. These risks are not managed by
technical controls alone. They require the same governance discipline that applies to every other form
of uncertainty the project carries.

The presence of Al requires sponsors to pay closer attention to how decisions are being informed, not
less. Each of the new risk forms named above is a governance failure mode—a way in which
accountability can be lost, decisions can be made without sufficient understanding, and consequences
can accumulate before they are recognized. Identifying them explicitly and building them into the
project’s risk governance is a sponsor responsibility.

77



The PMI® GPM® Guide to Responsible Project Sponsorship | PMI & GPM

11.9 Sustainability and Al

Al has the capacity to make long-term and systemic impacts more visible than traditional analysis allows.
Patterns across complex systems can be identified. Downstream effects can be modeled.
Interdependencies between a project’s decisions and broader environmental, social, and economic
conditions can be surfaced earlier and with greater specificity.

This is directly relevant to the governance instruments established in Chapter 7. The SMP and the P5IA
exist to make sustainability-related factors visible within governance decisions. Al strengthens both by
enabling faster identification of material impacts, more dynamic monitoring of threshold conditions, and
earlier detection of emerging risks that would otherwise surface only after delivery. An SMP informed by
Al-generated analysis can maintain a more current view of the project’s impact landscape than one
dependent on periodic manual assessment.

But the governing principle from Chapter 7 still applies: Visibility does not ensure consideration. The
SMP provides structure for sustainability governance; Al can improve the quality of the inputs to that
structure. What neither provides is the sponsor decision to treat those inputs as consequential. That
requires the same judgment, threshold discipline, and willingness to act on difficult findings that
responsible sponsorship requires in every other domain. Al enables expanded perspective. It does not
enforce it.

11.10 Chapter Summary

Al changes how decisions are informed, how often they arise, and how early their implications become
visible. It does not change who is accountable for them.

It increases the volume of insight available to sponsors, accelerates decision cycles, and exposes
conditions earlier than traditional reporting. It also introduces new risks: false precision, reduced
transparency, governance frameworks that lag actual practice, and decisions made before accountability
has been assigned.

Responsible sponsorship in an Al-enabled environment requires ensuring that Al-informed decisions are
governed, understood, and owned. The governance framework does not change—decision rights,
escalation thresholds, and mandate boundaries remain in place. What changes is the discipline required
to apply that framework when inputs are faster, more abundant, and more persuasive than sponsors
have previously encountered.

Al makes it easier to reach decisions quickly. The role of the sponsor is to ensure decisions are still made
deliberately—with the basis understood, the trade-offs visible, and the accountability clear.
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12. Sponsor Tools and Practical Aids

Principles are what sponsors understand. Tools are what they use at two in
the afternoon when a decision cannot wait.

12.1 From Concept to Use

The preceding chapters establish how sponsorship operates: through mandate, governance, and
decision-making under pressure and uncertainty. They define what sponsors are accountable for and
how that accountability is exercised across the project life cycle, at scale, and in conditions of
complexity.

Understanding this is necessary, but it is not sufficient.

Sponsors operate under time pressure, incomplete information, and competing demands. Decisions are
not made in ideal conditions. They are made in real environments where clarity is partial, consequences
are not fully visible, and momentum is always pulling toward continuation. In these conditions, the value
of any framework depends on whether it can be applied in the moment—not recalled later, after the
decision has already been made.

This chapter provides a set of practical aids designed to support sponsors at the point of decision. Each
one is a direct response to a failure mode documented in earlier chapters: mandate drift, ungoverned
continuation, delayed escalation, deferred sustainability, and Al reliance without accountability. They
are not additional processes. They are ways of applying what the guide has already established,
consistently and deliberately, when conditions make deliberate thinking hardest.

12.2 The Sponsor’s Decision Check

At each key decision point—authorize, continue, change, or stop—sponsors must assess whether the
current conditions support the decision they are about to make. The difficulty is not understanding the
options. It is ensuring the assessment happens at all, rather than being replaced by momentum,
optimism, or the pressure to keep work moving.

Five questions provide the structure:

« Is the project still justified under current conditions—not as it was approved, but as it now
stands?

» Do the assumptions supporting the mandate still hold, or have conditions changed in ways that
have not been formally acknowledged?

« Have new risks or impacts emerged that alter the balance of value, risk, and consequence?
» Does stakeholder acceptance remain intact, or are there signals that legitimacy is eroding?

« Is continuing in the current form the most defensible course of action—one the sponsor could
explain and justify if challenged?
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A clear answer to all five supports the decision. An uncertain or negative answer to any one of them is
not a reason to stop. It is a reason to examine that dimension before proceeding. The purpose of the
check is not to produce certainty. It is to prevent decisions from being made on inertia alone.

12.3 The Mandate Integrity Check

Chapter 4 established that projects rarely fail because the original mandate was unclear. They fail
because it drifts—through accumulated trade-offs, unacknowledged scope changes, and assumptions
that have quietly ceased to hold—without anyone formally recognizing that the project being delivered
is no longer the project that was approved.

The mandate integrity check surfaces that drift before it becomes irreversible:

« Has the project’s direction shifted, even incrementally, from what was originally authorized?

 Are the trade-offs being made consistent with the original justification, or have delivery
pressures quietly altered what is being prioritized?

- Have scope, timing, or cost changes cumulatively altered the nature of the outcome—such that
the value proposition is materially different from what was approved?

» Would this project still be approved if it were presented today in its current form?

That last question is the most revealing. A confident “yes” supports continuation. An uncertain answer
indicates that something has changed that has not been governed. A “no” means the basis for
continuation no longer holds and the project must be brought into a formal gatekeeping review—not
adjusted within delivery—but addressed through a governance decision on whether to continue,
change, or stop.

12.4 The Continuation Test

Chapter 6 established that continuation is the least examined decision in most projects. Once work
begins, momentum takes over. Continuation becomes the default.

The continuation test exists to make that default explicit—to ensure continuation is chosen rather than
assumed:

« What has changed since the last formal decision point—in conditions, assumptions, risks, or
stakeholder position?

« Do those changes affect the justification for continuing as planned?

« What evidence supports the current course of action, distinct from the fact that work is already
underway?

« What conditions would cause the sponsor to reconsider continuation—and have any of those
conditions already begun to materialize?

If the answers to these questions cannot be stated clearly, continuation should not be treated as the
obvious course.

The objective is not to stop projects that remain justified. It is to ensure that justified continuation is a
deliberate conclusion, not an unexamined default.
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At that point, the decision is not simply whether to continue. It is whether to continue as planned,
change course, or stop.

« Continue when the project remains justified and aligned with its mandate.

« Change when the project remains justified, but not in its current form. This may include
adjustments to scope, timing, investment, or approach, with corresponding updates to the
mandate and business case.

» Stop when the basis for justification no longer holds, and continuation would rely on momentum
rather than value.

12.5 The Escalation Trigger

Chapter 5 and Chapter 9 both document the same failure pattern: Escalation is delayed because it feels
disruptive, and delayed escalation produces the disruption it was trying to avoid. By the time issues
surface through formal escalation, options have narrowed and costs have risen.

Escalation triggers are defined conditions under which the sponsor acts, without waiting for issues to
force their way through the delivery layer.

» Has a defined tolerance been breached—in cost, schedule, scope, risk, or sustainability
threshold?

» Has a material change occurred in the assumptions underlying the business case?

» Has a risk emerged with implications beyond the project boundary—affecting the program,
portfolio, or organization?

« Has stakeholder acceptance shifted in a way that affects the project’s legitimacy or continued
justification?

» Has a decision arisen that exceeds the project manager’s authority and has not been surfaced?

When any of these conditions is met, authority shifts. The decision moves to the sponsor, or from the
sponsor to the governing body. The value of these triggers is not in their definition. It is in consistent
application. When conditions are met and escalation does not follow, governance weakens—not
dramatically, but incrementally, in exactly the pattern Chapter 9 described.

12.6 The Sustainability Lens

Chapter 7 established that sustainability is not a separate decision process. It is a way of assessing the
same decisions more completely—by extending the time horizon and broadening the view of
consequence beyond what standard delivery reporting provides.

At each key governance point, the sustainability lens asks four questions:

« Will the outcome remain viable over time—under the regulatory, operational, and stakeholder
conditions likely to apply after delivery?

« Do risks extend beyond the delivery period into the operational life of what the project
produces?

» Could impacts on stakeholders shift materially after implementation, in ways not visible or fully
governed during delivery?
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» Are short-term decisions creating long-term exposure—foreclosing options, creating
dependencies, or accumulating consequences that will surface after the project has closed?

These questions do not require sustainability analysis in every case. They require that long-term
consequence is not systematically excluded from governance decisions. The SMP provides the
structured input. The sustainability lens is what the sponsor applies to that input at the point of
decision.

12.7 The Al Use Check

Chapter 11 established that Al changes how decisions are informed without changing who is
accountable for them.

The Al use check is the mechanism by which that accountability is maintained in practice—ensuring that
reliance on Al-generated analysis is conscious and explicit rather than implicit.

« How was this output generated, and what data and assumptions does it rely on?

» What limitations or failure modes are known—where might the model be wrong, incomplete, or
misleading? Is the model hallucinating?

« What weight is this output being given in the decision, and is that weight proportionate to the
confidence warranted by the underlying assumptions?

» Can the decision be explained and defended without reference to the Al output—meaning the
human judgment applied is identifiable and owns the conclusion?

The objective is not to validate the model in detail. It is to ensure that the sponsor understands what
they are relying on and can account for that reliance if the decision is subsequently challenged.
Decisions informed by Al remain the sponsor’s decisions. This check is how that accountability is made
operational.

12.8 Using These Aids in Practice

These tools are deliberately lightweight. They are not designed to be documented formally or applied as
checklists in sequence. Their value lies in consistent use at the moments when deliberate thinking is
hardest—not in the completion of a form.

Sponsors may use them as orienting prompts before key governance meetings, as a way of testing
whether a decision they are about to make has been properly examined, or as a structure for framing
issues when escalating to the governing body. They can be applied informally in conversation, used to
prepare for a stage-gate review, or integrated into existing governance documentation where that is
useful.

What matters is not the format of their use. It is that the questions are genuinely asked—and that
answers which expose gaps lead to action rather than being noted and set aside.
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12.9 Quick Reference

Aid Use when Core question
Decision check Any formal decision point Is this decision justified under
current conditions?
Mandate integrity Before continuation or Is this still the project that was
reauthorization approved?
Continue/Change/Stop When continuation is assumed Is continuation a decision or a
test default?
Escalation triggers When conditions shift Have any escalation thresholds been
met?
Sustainability lens At governance reviews and trade-  Are long-term consequences visible
off decisions in this decision?
Al use check When Al-generated analysis Is reliance on this output conscious
informs a decision and accountable?

12.10 Chapter Summary

Sponsorship is exercised through decisions made under pressure, with incomplete information, in
conditions that favor momentum over deliberation. The principles in this guide provide the foundation
for those decisions. The aids in this chapter provide a way to apply those principles consistently, at the
moments when doing so is hardest.

They do not remove uncertainty. They do not simplify complexity. They ensure that decisions remain
deliberate, visible, and aligned with the mandate and the value the project is intended to produce—and
that the governance failures documented throughout this guide are recognized before they have already
taken effect.

That is the purpose of the sponsor. That is what this guide is for.

83



The PMI® GPM® Guide to Responsible Project Sponsorship | PMI & GPM

13. The Responsibility

The sponsor role has never been unclear because it is new. It has been
unclear because it has been assumed.

Projects move forward regardless of whether sponsorship is exercised deliberately or not. They are
approved, funded, staffed, and executed. Decisions are made. Trade-offs are taken. Outcomes emerge.
All of this happens whether sponsorship is exercised deliberately or not. What changes is not whether
sponsorship exists. It is whether it is understood—and whether it is carried by someone who knows
what they are carrying.

In many organizations, the sponsor is assigned the way the project manager once was: Someone is
named. The expectation is implied. The individual brings experience, authority, and judgment, but not a
defined understanding of what the role requires in practice. The result is variation. Some sponsors
engage at the points that matter. Others do not. Most operate somewhere in between, responding to
pressure rather than shaping it. That gap is not procedural. It is structural.

13.1 The Role Does Not Change With the Work

Organizations run different kinds of projects: infrastructure, technology, organizational transformation,
research, product development, regulatory compliance. Each has its own language, its own risk profile,
its own delivery method, and its own community of practice. Each generates its own literature, its own
certifications, and its own frameworks.

None of that changes what sponsorship requires.

The decisions a sponsor must make are the same regardless of whether the project is building a bridge
or deploying software, restructuring a business unit or launching a product, managing a compliance
program or executing a capital initiative. Is this work still justified? Are the assumptions on which it was
approved still valid? Are the trade-offs being made consistent with what was authorized? When
conditions change, who decides? And when continuation can no longer be justified, who names that?

These questions do not have different answers in different industries. They have the same answer in all
of them, applied to different content. The content is the project manager’s domain. The questions are
the sponsor’s.

The same is true of delivery methods. The various approaches are frameworks for organizing work. They
describe how delivery is structured, how teams are organized, and how progress is tracked. They do not
describe who is accountable for whether the work remains worth doing. That accountability exists
independent of method, and it does not become lighter or heavier depending on how sprints are
organized or whether a Gantt chart is involved.

The tools available to sponsors have also expanded significantly. Al-assisted forecasting, integrated
reporting platforms, real-time portfolio dashboards, automated risk scoring—each of these provides
better information faster than was possible a generation ago. They are genuinely useful. They make
patterns visible earlier. They surface risks that manual reporting would have missed. They enable a
sponsor to be better informed at any given moment than their predecessors could have been.
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They do not make decisions. They do not own consequences. They do not carry accountability. A well-
informed sponsor who defers the wrong decision is not governing. A less-informed sponsor who makes
the right call at the right time is. The tools improve the conditions under which judgment is exercised.
They do not replace the judgment.

What does not change—across industries, delivery methods, organizational structures, and
technological environments—is the nature of the role itself. Sponsorship is a leadership position. It is
carried by an individual who must be present at the right moments, who must make decisions that
others cannot, and who must remain accountable for consequences that extend well beyond the
delivery period. No system administers that. No process substitutes for it. No dashboard carries it when
it needs to be carried by a person.

13.2 The Shift in What Success Means

At the same time, the definition of success has shifted in ways that make this position more demanding
than it has historically been treated.

Projects are no longer judged solely by whether they met their schedule, budget, and scope targets.
They are judged by whether the value delivered was worth the effort and expense, and whether it holds
once the project is complete. They are judged by whether the outcomes they produced were durable,
by whether the impacts they created were acceptable to the people who live with them, and by
whether the decisions made during delivery can be defended in hindsight. That shift changes where
accountability sits. Delivery performance still matters. It is no longer sufficient.

The sponsor sits at that boundary—not because they manage delivery, but because they are
accountable for whether the work remains worth doing as conditions change. That responsibility does
not begin and end at approval. It persists through the life of the project and beyond it. It is exercised
when assumptions no longer hold, when trade-offs begin to accumulate, when alignment weakens, and
when continuation becomes less certain than it appears.

Those are the moments where sponsorship exists in practice. Not in the kickoff meeting, not in the
status report, not in the project management plan—but in the moment when something has changed
that the governance structure needs to respond to—and the person with the authority and
accountability to respond is the sponsor.

13.3 What Avoiding the Role Produces

Avoiding those moments does not remove them. It shifts where they are resolved.

Delivery absorbs what governance does not. When a sponsor is absent from a decision that requires
their authority, the decision is still made—by the project manager working beyond their mandate, by a
steering committee filling a vacuum, by informal consensus that no one has formally authorized. The
project continues. Progress is reported. The appearance of control remains intact. What changes is the
connection between what was approved and what is actually being delivered.
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That connection is not maintained by process. It is maintained by decision. And decisions require a
decision-maker—a person, not a framework, who has the authority to act and the accountability to own
the consequences.

This is not a theoretical concern. It is the documented pattern of project failure. Not the dramatic
collapse, which is visible and recoverable—but the slow drift that produces outcomes no one intended
and no one specifically chose, because the decisions that should have shaped those outcomes were
made at the wrong level, at the wrong time, or not at all.

No structure, tool, or system substitutes for the person who prevents that drift. Not the PMO, which
enables governance but cannot exercise it. Not reporting, which creates visibility but cannot act on what
it sees. Not data, which informs judgment but cannot apply it. Not Al, which improves the quality of
inputs but does not change who is accountable for the outputs. Each of these improves the conditions
under which sponsorship can be exercised. None of them carries the role when it needs to be carried by
a human being.

13.4 What the Role Actually Asks

That is where the role becomes uncomfortable—because what it asks, at its core, is a set of things that
are genuinely difficult for the people who hold it.

It asks executives who are accustomed to being seen as decisive to sometimes say that they do not yet
know whether a project should continue, and to hold that uncertainty rather than resolve it
prematurely. It asks leaders who have built careers on delivering results to sometimes recommend
stopping work that has already consumed significant resources and generated significant expectations.
It asks individuals who have political relationships with every stakeholder around a project to make
governance decisions that some of those stakeholders will oppose.

Stopping a project that no longer justifies continuation is a governance decision. It protects the
organization from investing further in something that cannot return what it promised. Changing
direction when assumptions weaken is the discipline of maintaining alignment between what is being
delivered and what remains worth delivering. Holding a project to its mandate when pressure builds to
compromise it is the protection of decision integrity against the accumulated force of momentum, sunk
cost, and optimism.

These actions are not exceptional. They are the role, applied under conditions where the instinct is to do
something else: the instinct to approve continuation because stopping feels like failure, the instinct to
absorb trade-offs because surfacing them creates conflict, the instinct to defer the difficult escalation
because raising it now feels premature and raising it later feels safer. These instincts are human and
understandable, and acting against them is what responsible sponsorship requires.

13.5 Sponsorship Is Expressed in Specific Moments

Sponsorship is not defined by how often a sponsor is present. It is defined by what happens at the
moments when it matters: when a risk emerges that exceeds the project manager’s authority, and the
sponsor engages before it becomes a crisis rather than after; when the business case assumptions begin
to shift, and the sponsor initiates a formal reassessment rather than waiting for the next scheduled
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review; when scope is being added incrementally in ways that individually seem minor but collectively
alter the project’s value proposition, and the sponsor recognizes the pattern and names it; when a
stakeholder group that was aligned at authorization begins to withdraw support, and the sponsor treats
that as a governance signal rather than a communications problem.

These are the moments where projects either remain coherent or begin to drift. They do not appear in
project plans. They are not predicted by risk registers. They are recognized by a sponsor who is paying
attention to the right things—not to delivery detail, but to the conditions that determine whether the
mandate remains intact and the justification remains valid.

The difference between a project that holds together under pressure and one that does not is not
primarily the quality of the project management. It is whether someone with authority was present at
those moments and acted. That presence is not structural. It cannot be designed into a governance
framework or mandated by a PMO charter. It depends on a person who understands what the role
requires and is willing to carry it.

13.6 What This Guide Has Established

This guide has not introduced new responsibilities to the sponsor role. It has described the
responsibilities that already exist—the accountability for mandate, the obligation to govern trade-offs
explicitly, the requirement to act at governance thresholds, the ownership of outcomes that extends
beyond delivery.

These responsibilities exist in every project, in every industry, whether the sponsor is aware of them or
not. The difference this guide makes is not in the existence of the accountability. It is in whether the
person carrying it understands what they are doing and has the tools to do it deliberately.

The STEWARD model describes the accountabilities at the core of the role. The chapters on mandate,
business case, and governance describe how those accountabilities are exercised structurally. The
chapters on complexity, scale, and organizational dynamics describe how they hold under the conditions
that make them hardest. The tools in Chapter 12 describe how they are applied at the point of decision.
None of this creates responsibility that did not previously exist. It makes the existing responsibility
visible, named, and operable.

13.7 Sponsorship Is a Human Act

Across all the material this guide has covered, one thing does not change: Sponsorship is a people
position.

It is not a title. It is not a role in an org chart. It is not a box in a governance framework or a signature on
a project charter. It is the act of a person choosing to be present at the decisions that matter, choosing
to surface what is inconvenient when it needs to be surfaced, choosing to hold a project to its mandate
when momentum argues against it, and choosing to remain accountable for consequences that will not
be fully visible until long after the pressure of delivery has passed.

That act cannot be systematized. It cannot be automated, delegated, or designed away. It can be
supported—by good governance structures, capable PMOs, clear decision frameworks, and the
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organizational conditions described in Chapter 8. But support is not the same as substitution. The
system that surrounds a sponsor makes it easier or harder for them to act. It does not act in their place.

This is what distinguishes sponsorship from every other role in the project ecosystem. The project
manager is accountable for delivery within defined boundaries. The PMO is accountable for enabling
governance. The governing body is accountable for strategic alignment and collective decisions. Each of
these is a function—a set of processes and responsibilities that can be described, trained, measured,
and improved systemically.

The sponsor is accountable for whether the project remains worth doing. That is not a function. It is a
judgment, applied continuously and under pressure, by a person who is willing to own its consequences.
It requires experience, yes—and authority and organizational knowledge. But above all, it requires the
willingness to exercise judgment when judgment is needed, and to be the person who cannot defer the
decision to someone else.

Nothing in this guide changes the role. It makes it explicit. The accountability described here already
exists in every project. The difference is whether it is being carried deliberately or left to emerge
through circumstance.

Projects do not fail because they are complex. They fail because the decisions that shape them are not
made deliberately, at the level where they belong, at the time they are required. That responsibility sits
with the sponsor.
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