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“The PMO that synthesises is a threat to anyone who has been
managing upward through selective disclosure.”

1. The Gravitational Pull of Reporting

Every PMO I have observed begins with the same ambition: to bring coherence to a
portfolio of programmes, to surface the risks that matter, to enable better decisions. And
almost every PMO I have observed ends up in the same place: consolidating RAG statuses
from programme managers who resent the request, formatting slides for a governance
meeting that runs over time and decides nothing, and spending eighty per cent of its
capacity on activities that no one would miss if they stopped.

The trajectory from ambition to reporting factory is not a failure of the people involved. It
is a structural outcome, driven by a set of forces that are remarkably consistent across
organisations and sectors. Understanding those forces is the precondition for building
something different.

The first force is demand signalling from senior leadership. When a senior executive
sponsors a PMO, the first thing they almost always ask for is a consolidated view of the
portfolio. This is reasonable — they lack visibility, and the PMO is the obvious vehicle for
providing it. But the request sets a trajectory: the PMO's first output is a report, its first
relationship with programme teams is as a data collector, and its first identity in the
organisation is as a reporting function. Once that identity is established, it is
extraordinarily difficult to shift.

The second force is the path of least resistance. Reporting is something the PMO can do
immediately, with minimal organisational disruption. It does not require the PMO to
challenge programme managers, to surface uncomfortable truths, or to insert itself into
decision-making processes. It is, in a word, safe. A PMO that reports is tolerated. A PMO
that synthesises, challenges, and advises is either valued or resisted — and the outcome
depends on factors that feel risky to a new function trying to establish itself.

The reporting factory is not a failure of ambition. It is the rational response of a function
that has been given responsibility without authority, visibility without influence, and data
without a mandate to act on what it reveals.

The third force is the absence of a decision-making mandate. Most PMOs are established
to support governance, but governance itself is poorly defined. In practice, it means
meetings: programme boards, portfolio reviews, steering committees. The PMO prepares
the papers, circulates the packs, and records the actions. But it is rarely given a role in the
substance of the decisions being made. It is a secretariat, not an adviser. The information
it gathers is presented, not interpreted; distributed, not synthesised.




LEADERSHIP BOOK SERIES - No. 64 T'he PMO That Serves the Wrong Master

2. What a Decision Engine Looks Like

The alternative is a PMO that treats its primary purpose not as information consolidation
but as decision support. The distinction sounds semantic, but it is structural.

A reporting factory collects data from programme teams, formats it into a standard
template, and distributes it to governance forums. The data arrives at the forum in the
same form it left the programme: a RAG status, a milestone summary, a risk register
extract. The governance forum then has to do the analytical work itself — work for which
it rarely has the time, the context, or the inclination.

A decision engine does something fundamentally different. It takes the same underlying
data, but it applies analytical judgement before the governance forum sees it. It identifies
the three things the board needs to pay attention to, not the thirty things that have
happened since the last meeting. It connects risks across programmes to surface
portfolio-level exposures that no individual programme manager can see. It provides
options and recommendations, not just observations.

The shift requires three things that most organisations find uncomfortable:

« Analytical authority — the PMO must be permitted, and expected, to form a view. A
reporting factory is neutral by design; a decision engine is opinionated by design. It
says: based on what we are seeing across the portfolio, these are the three risks that
require executive attention, and here is what we recommend. This is a fundamentally
different proposition from here is the consolidated status report for your review.

« Access to real information — a decision engine cannot function on the sanitised data
that programme managers submit for governance. It needs access to the real picture:
the risks that are not in the register, the issues that are being managed quietly, the
dependencies that are being assumed rather than confirmed. This means the PMO
needs relationships of trust with programme teams, which in turn means it must be
seen as a partner, not a police force.

+ A sponsor who wants to hear the truth — the decision engine only works if the senior
leadership that receives its output is genuinely willing to act on what it says. A PMO
that surfaces uncomfortable truths to a leadership team that does not want to hear
them will be quietly defunded. The sponsor's commitment to honest information,
even when that information is inconvenient, is the single most important enabler.

3. The Political Dimension

The transition from reporting factory to decision engine is, at its heart, a political act. It
changes the information flows in an organisation, and information flows are power
structures.

A reporting factory is politically neutral — it passes information upward without comment.
Programme managers control the narrative because they control the data that enters the
system. A programme that is in trouble can present a carefully constructed picture that
satisfies governance without revealing the depth of the problem. The PMO, as a reporting
function, has neither the mandate nor the analytical capacity to challenge that picture.

A decision engine disrupts this dynamic. It applies independent analytical judgement to
the information it receives. It cross-references data across programmes, compares
claimed progress against observable evidence, and forms its own assessment of
programme health. The PMO that synthesises is a threat to anyone who has been
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managing upward through selective disclosure.

This is why the transition requires explicit sponsorship. The PMO lead cannot unilaterally
decide to become a decision engine; the political resistance would be overwhelming. The
sponsor must signal, clearly and repeatedly, that the PMO has the mandate to form
independent assessments and that those assessments will be taken seriously. Without that
signal, the gravitational pull of reporting will reassert itself within months.

4. Why This Is a Leadership Problem, Not a PMO Problem

The framing of this challenge is important. It is tempting to see the reporting factory
problem as a PMO problem — a failure of the PMO team to be strategic, to push back, to
add more value. In my experience, this framing is almost always wrong.

The PMO does not choose to become a reporting factory. It is made into one by the
combination of demand signals, political dynamics, and mandate design that the
organisation imposes on it. A PMO team that tries to operate as a decision engine without
the mandate, the authority, and the sponsorship to do so will simply be ignored or
removed.

“The question is not whether the PMO has the capability to be a
decision engine. It is whether the organisation has the courage

to let it be one.”

The real question, then, is one of leadership. Does the senior leadership of the
organisation want a function that tells it what is really happening across its portfolio of
change? Is it willing to invest the political capital required to give that function the access,
the authority, and the protection it needs? And is it prepared to act on what the function
tells it, even when the answer is uncomfortable?

These are leadership questions, not PMO design questions. The PMO is a mirror. What it
reflects depends on what the organisation is willing to look at.

5. What This Means in Practice

For the practitioner reading this, the implications are straightforward but demanding:

« If you are establishing a PMO, negotiate the mandate before you start delivering. A
charter that specifies the PMO's role as analytical and advisory — not just
administrative and reporting — is the foundation. Without it, you will default to
reporting regardless of your intentions.

« If you are running a PMO that has already become a reporting factory, do not try to
transform it overnight. Instead, identify one governance forum where you can add
analytical value alongside the standard reporting. Show, in miniature, what the
decision engine model looks like. Build the evidence for the transition before seeking
the mandate for it.
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« If you are sponsoring a PMO, ask yourself honestly: do you want to know what is
really happening, or do you want a comfortable summary? Your answer to that
question will determine what kind of PMO you get, regardless of what the charter
says.

The PMO as decision engine is not a utopian concept. It exists in organisations where the
leadership has made a deliberate choice to invest in honest, analytical oversight of its
change portfolio. But it does not happen by accident, and it does not happen because the
PMO team is talented or determined. It happens because the organisation decides that
knowing the truth is worth the discomfort of hearing it.
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