LEADERSHIP BOOK SERIES - No. 53

BEYOND THE BUSY SPONSOR

Leading Through Crisis — When
the Programme Sponsor
Disappears

A Practitioner's Perspective on Sponsorship and Governance Under Pressure

Giovanni Leonardi

November 2008




Leading Through Crisis — When the Programme
Sponsor Disappears

Leadership - No. 53
Originally written November 2008 | Re-edited and re-rendered for the WhereBeyond Edition, 2025

“Every programme exists within a story — a narrative about why
the organisation is doing this, what success looks like, and why the
disruption is worth bearing. That narrative is maintained, above
all, by the sponsor.”

1. The Vanishing Act

Every programme manager has experienced it. The crisis arrives — a market shock, a
regulatory demand, a restructuring announcement — and the senior sponsor who was
already difficult to pin down disappears entirely. Not formally, of course. Their name still
appears at the top of the programme governance chart. But in every way that matters,
they are gone.

This is not a minor inconvenience. The programme sponsor exists precisely to do what the
programme manager cannot: make political decisions, broker resources across
organisational boundaries, and shield the programme from the turbulence that complex
change inevitably generates. When that sponsor retreats into firefighting mode —
redirecting their attention to whatever the board considers the crisis of the moment — the
programme does not simply slow down. It enters a fundamentally different operating
environment, one in which every assumption about authority, escalation, and
decision-making is quietly invalidated.

2. Why Sponsors Disappear

The pattern is remarkably consistent across sectors and organisation types.
Understanding it requires moving beyond the comfortable explanation that sponsors are
simply too busy.

The first driver is attention economics. Senior leaders operate in an environment of
competing demands, and crises create a brutal reordering of priorities. A transformation
programme that was strategically important last quarter becomes, in the sponsor's mind, a
medium-term concern that can coast on its own momentum while they deal with the
immediate threat. This is rarely a conscious decision to abandon the programme — it is an
instinctive reallocation of finite bandwidth.

The second driver is more structural. Crises expose the gap between nominal authority
and real power. In stable conditions, a sponsor's authority flows from the organisation's
commitment to the programme's objectives. When the environment shifts, that
commitment becomes negotiable. The sponsor discovers that their ability to command
resources, enforce decisions, and maintain priority depends on a political consensus that
the crisis has dissolved. Rather than fight to rebuild that consensus — a fight that would
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consume political capital they need for the crisis itself — they step back.

The third driver is rarely discussed but widely observed: personal risk recalculation. A
programme that was career-enhancing in a growth environment can become
career-threatening in a downturn. If the programme is associated with investment,
expansion, or strategic ambition, the sponsor may unconsciously distance themselves
from it as the organisational mood shifts towards cost control and consolidation.

3. The Programme Without Air Cover

The consequences of sponsor absence unfold in a predictable sequence, though the speed
varies.

Decision paralysis comes first. Programme managers are structurally unable to make
certain categories of decision — those involving resource allocation across business units,
trade-offs between the programme and operational priorities, or commitments that bind
the organisation beyond the programme's own boundaries. These decisions queue up. The
programme team learns to work around them, narrowing their ambitions to what they can
achieve within their own authority. This looks like resilience. It is actually scope erosion.

Political exposure follows. Without a sponsor actively maintaining the programme's
legitimacy in senior forums, other leaders begin to treat the programme's resources,
timeline, and scope as negotiable. Key staff are borrowed and never returned.
Dependencies that were agreed at board level are quietly deprioritised. The programme
manager finds themselves in meetings where commitments are being renegotiated by
people who outrank them, with no senior voice in the room to hold the line.

The most dangerous moment is not when the sponsor disappears. It is when the
programme team stops expecting them to return — and begins making strategic decisions
they are not equipped or authorised to make.

Narrative loss is the final stage. Every programme exists within a story — a narrative about
why the organisation is doing this, what success looks like, and why the disruption is
worth bearing. That narrative is maintained, above all, by the sponsor. When they
disappear, the narrative fragments. Different stakeholders begin telling different stories
about the programme's purpose, and without an authoritative voice to correct them, the
programme becomes whatever each stakeholder needs it to be: a cost to cut, a resource
pool to raid, or a political liability to distance from.

4. What Programme Leaders Actually Do

The programme managers who navigate this well share a common instinct: they treat
sponsor absence not as a temporary inconvenience but as a structural change in the
programme's operating environment that requires a different approach.

They make the absence visible without making it personal. This is a delicate act. The
programme manager who publicly complains about sponsor absence undermines both the
sponsor and themselves. The effective approach is to surface the consequences — the
queued decisions, the unresolved escalations, the resource commitments that cannot be
confirmed — in governance forums where senior leaders can see the cost of the vacuum
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without being asked to assign blame.

They build lateral alliances. In the absence of top-down authority, the programme's
survival depends on horizontal relationships — with other programme managers, with
operational directors who depend on the programme's outputs, with finance and HR
leaders who have their own reasons to see the programme continue. These alliances
cannot replace sponsorship, but they can create enough distributed support to keep the
programme viable until sponsorship is restored.

They protect the core. Effective programme leaders in this situation make hard choices
about what to defend and what to let go. They identify the minimum viable scope — the
deliverables and milestones that must be protected to keep the programme recoverable —
and they concentrate their diminished authority and resources on that core. Everything
else becomes negotiable. This is not defeatism. It is triage.

They document relentlessly. When decisions are not being made at the right level, the
programme manager's most important act is to ensure that the absence of decisions is
recorded, along with its consequences. This is not about building a case for blame — it is
about creating the information that the returning sponsor, or their replacement, will need
to understand what happened and why.

5. The Organisational Failure Behind the Individual One

It would be convenient to frame this as a problem of individual sponsor behaviour — and
indeed, some sponsors are more reliable than others. But the pattern is too consistent and
too widespread to be explained by individual failings alone.

The deeper issue is that most organisations treat programme sponsorship as a role
assignment rather than a structural commitment. The sponsor is named, given a brief, and
expected to fulfil the role alongside their existing responsibilities. There is no formal
expectation of minimum time commitment, no mechanism for monitoring sponsor
engagement, and no escalation path when sponsorship fails. The programme governance
framework assumes that the sponsor will be present and active, and it has no answer for
the situation when they are not.

“The organisations that lose programmes during crises are not
the ones that face the worst external conditions. They are the
ones whose governance assumes that sponsorship is

self-sustaining.”

This is a design flaw, not a character flaw. Organisations that take programme governance
seriously need to build mechanisms that make sponsor absence visible early, that provide
escalation routes when sponsorship degrades, and that create interim authority
structures for the periods — which are inevitable — when the sponsor is consumed by
other demands. Some of the more mature programme offices I have observed maintain
what might be called a sponsorship health indicator — a simple, regular assessment of
sponsor engagement that is reported alongside the standard programme RAG status. It is a
small thing, but it makes the invisible visible, and that alone changes the dynamic.
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6. The Return

Sponsors do, eventually, return — or are replaced. The programme that survives the
interregnum faces a different challenge: reintegrating the sponsor into a programme that
has, of necessity, evolved without them.

The returning sponsor finds decisions that were made below their level, scope changes
that were not authorised, and a team that has learned to operate autonomously in ways
that may not welcome the reassertion of top-down authority. The temptation for the
sponsor is to reassert control immediately, undoing decisions and reimposing their
original vision. The temptation for the programme team is to present a sanitised version of
what happened, concealing the compromises they made and the authority they assumed.

Neither approach serves the programme. The best outcomes occur when the programme
manager has maintained the documentation, preserved the core, and can offer the
returning sponsor a clear and honest account of what happened — not as a grievance, but
as a briefing. The sponsor needs to understand the current state without feeling judged
for their absence, and the programme team needs to see that sponsorship has been
genuinely restored, not merely reasserted in name.

This is the pattern I have observed across many organisations and crisis cycles: the
programmes that survive sponsor absence are not the ones with the most resilient teams,
though resilience helps. They are the ones where the programme manager understood
that sponsorship is a structural dependency, not a personal relationship, and managed its
absence with the same rigour they would apply to any other critical risk on the
programme register.

ul



