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“A programme that passes every gate review and
every assurance checkpoint has not been
validated. It has been measured against a

framework that may be measuring the wrong
things.”

1. Executive Summary

The migration to cloud-first infrastructure has become the defining programme
mandate of the current era. Organisations across financial services,
telecommunications, government, and retail are committing hundreds of millions to
move workloads, re-platform applications, and rearchitect their technology estates
around hyperscale cloud providers. The business cases are compelling. The strategic
logic is sound. The governance frameworks are mature.

And yet a pattern is emerging that should alarm every programme board, every
assurance function, and every executive sponsor in the industry: programmes that
satisfy every governance checkpoint, pass every stage gate, report green across every
metric — and ultimately deliver little or nothing of lasting value.

This is not a failure of delivery. The workloads migrate. The applications move. The
infrastructure scales. What fails is the translation between technical completion and
business outcome. The programme delivers its outputs and misses its purpose. The
gates confirm progress against plan without ever asking whether the plan is delivering
against intent.

This paper argues that the problem is structural. The assurance frameworks inherited
from the previous generation of programme governance — designed for
construction-style waterfall delivery with clear physical milestones — are
fundamentally mismatched to cloud transformation programmes where value is
incremental, architecture is emergent, and the relationship between technical output
and business benefit is indirect and often invisible until post-deployment.

The result is assurance theatre: a governance performance that satisfies the
framework, reassures the board, and systematically fails to detect the gap between
what the programme is building and what the organisation actually needs.
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2. The Cloud Mandate and the Governance Gap

2.1 The Strategic Imperative

The case for cloud-first is, by late 2016, largely settled. The hyperscale providers —
Amazon Web Services, Microsoft Azure, and to a lesser extent Google Cloud Platform —
have demonstrated that utility computing at scale is not merely viable but
transformative. The economic arguments around capital expenditure reduction, elastic
scaling, and operational agility are well-rehearsed and, for most workloads, genuinely
compelling.

Regulatory divergence has complicated but not undermined the case. Financial services
regulators in the UK, EU, and US have moved from blanket scepticism to conditional
acceptance, provided that data sovereignty, operational resilience, and exit strategy
requirements are met. The regulatory position has shifted from \"can we use cloud?\"
to \"how do we govern cloud?\" — a question that most organisations have answered
by applying their existing governance frameworks to cloud programmes with minimal
adaptation.

This is where the problem begins.

2.2 The Inherited Framework

The governance frameworks that most large organisations apply to cloud
transformation programmes were designed for a fundamentally different type of
delivery. They emerged from the PRINCE2, MSP, and Gateway Review traditions —
frameworks built around the assumption that programmes proceed through discrete
stages, that each stage produces defined outputs, that quality can be assessed at stage
boundaries, and that progress is measurable against a baseline plan.

These assumptions hold reasonably well for construction-style programmes: building a
data centre, deploying an ERP system, implementing a network upgrade. The physical
or technical deliverable is defined upfront. The stages correspond to real phases of
work. The gate reviews assess whether the deliverable matches the specification. The
assurance function can inspect the output and form a judgement.

Cloud transformation programmes violate every one of these assumptions:

• The deliverable is not fixed at the outset. Cloud migration programmes typically
begin with a target architecture and a workload inventory, but the actual
migration path — which workloads move first, which are re-platformed versus
lifted-and-shifted, which are retired — evolves continuously as the programme
discovers what works and what doesn't.

• The stages are not discrete. Cloud migration is iterative and overlapping.
Discovery, migration, optimisation, and adoption happen simultaneously across
different workloads. A gate review that asks \"is Stage 3 complete?\" is asking a
question that does not map to reality.

• Quality cannot be assessed at stage boundaries. The quality of a cloud migration is
not visible at the point of migration. It becomes visible weeks or months later,
when the migrated workload is operating at scale, when the operational team is
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managing it, when the cost model is running against real consumption, and when
the business process that depends on it is functioning — or not.

• Progress against baseline is misleading. A programme that has migrated 200 of 500
workloads is 40% complete by count. But if the 200 migrated workloads are the
simple ones and the remaining 300 include the complex, business-critical
applications that will take three times longer per workload, the programme is not
40% complete in any meaningful sense. It is 40% complete in the way that matters
least.

The fundamental mismatch is this: cloud transformation is a continuous, emergent,
value-discovery process. The governance frameworks applied to it are designed for
linear, plan-driven, output-verification processes. The frameworks cannot see what
they are not designed to measure.

3. The Anatomy of Assurance Theatre

3.1 What It Looks Like

Assurance theatre is not deliberate deception. It is the natural consequence of applying
a well-intentioned governance framework to a programme type it was not designed for.
The people involved — programme managers, assurance reviewers, board members,
sponsors — are typically acting in good faith. They are following the process. The
process is the problem.

In practice, assurance theatre in cloud transformation programmes manifests through
several recognisable patterns:

3.2 Pattern 1: The Milestone Mirage

The programme plan defines milestones: complete discovery for Wave 1, migrate Wave
1 workloads, complete UAT for Wave 1, achieve operational handover for Wave 1, begin
Wave 2. Each milestone has acceptance criteria. Each is reviewed at a gate.

The milestones are met. The gates are passed. The programme reports green.

What the milestones do not capture is whether the migrated workloads are actually
being used effectively, whether the operational team can manage them without
reverting to the old infrastructure, whether the cost model is delivering the savings
promised in the business case, or whether the business processes that depend on those
workloads are performing better, worse, or identically to before.

The milestones measure completion. They do not measure value. And in a programme
where the entire strategic rationale is value — cost reduction, agility, scalability,
innovation enablement — measuring completion without measuring value is measuring
the wrong thing entirely.
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3.3 Pattern 2: The RAG Status Ritual

RAG statuses in cloud transformation programmes follow a depressingly predictable
lifecycle:

1. Green at inception. The programme is new, the team is energised, the plan looks
achievable. Everything is green.

1. Green through early waves. The first workloads to migrate are deliberately chosen
for simplicity. They move smoothly. The RAG status is confirmed as green.
Confidence builds.

1. Amber when complexity arrives. The mid-programme workloads — the ones with
dependencies, data sovereignty requirements, legacy integration points, and
reluctant business owners — prove harder than expected. The programme goes
amber. The board asks for a recovery plan.

1. Green again after re-baselining. The programme re-baselines: scope is deferred,
timelines are extended, benefits are reforecast. Against the new baseline, the
programme is green again. The board is reassured.

1. Green at closure. The programme closes having delivered its revised scope on its
revised timeline against its revised benefits case. It is declared a success. Nobody
compares the final outcome to the original business case.

This is not governance. It is narrative management. The RAG status tells the board a
story about the programme's health relative to its current plan. It does not tell the
board whether the programme is delivering what the organisation needed when it
approved the investment.

3.4 Pattern 3: The Assurance Review as Compliance Exercise

Independent assurance reviews — Gateway Reviews, OGC-style health checks, internal
audit assessments — are a critical component of programme governance. In theory,
they provide an independent perspective on whether the programme is on track to
deliver its intended benefits.

In practice, assurance reviews of cloud transformation programmes consistently suffer
from three structural limitations:

• The reviewers lack cloud-specific expertise. Assurance reviewers are typically
experienced programme professionals. They understand governance, risk,
stakeholder management, and benefits realisation. They do not typically
understand cloud architecture, consumption-based pricing, multi-tenancy
implications, or the operational model changes that cloud migration demands.
They assess what they can see — governance structures, risk registers, stakeholder
maps — and cannot assess what they cannot see: whether the technical decisions
being made will deliver the architectural outcomes the business case assumes.

• The review window is too narrow. A typical assurance review lasts three to five
days. In that time, the review team interviews key stakeholders, reviews
programme documentation, and forms a judgement. For a cloud transformation
programme that has been running for eighteen months and will run for another
two years, a five-day review is a snapshot — and a snapshot taken through a



PROGRAMME BOOK SERIES · No. 193 The Programme That Passed Every Gate and Delivered Nothing

© WhereBeyond, 2024–2025 Giovanni Leonardi 7

governance lens, not a technical or value lens.

• The recommendations are structural, not strategic. Assurance reviews of cloud
programmes consistently produce recommendations like \"strengthen the
benefits management framework,\" \"improve stakeholder engagement at the
operational level,\" \"clarify the role of the enterprise architecture function.\"
These are not wrong. They are also not the recommendations that would change
the programme's trajectory. The strategic questions — \"is the target architecture
the right one?\", \"will the consumption model actually deliver cost savings at
scale?\", \"is the operational readiness genuinely achievable with the current
team?\" — are beyond the scope of what the assurance framework is designed to
ask.

“A programme that passes every gate review and
every assurance checkpoint has not been validated.
It has been measured against a framework that may

be measuring the wrong things. Passing the test is
not the same as solving the problem.”

4. Why the Framework Persists

4.1 The Comfort of Process

The most obvious question is: if the governance framework is mismatched to the
programme type, why does nobody change it?

The answer is organisational, not technical. Governance frameworks persist because
they serve multiple functions beyond their stated purpose of assurance. They provide
comfort to boards and sponsors who need to believe that large investments are being
managed responsibly. They provide structure to programme teams who need a
cadence of reporting and review. They provide evidence to regulators who need to see
that governance processes are in place. And they provide career safety to the
individuals who operate them — nobody was ever fired for following the governance
framework.

Changing the framework requires someone with sufficient authority and confidence to
say: \"The way we govern programmes does not work for this type of programme, and
we need to design something different.\" This is a statement that challenges the
competence of the governance function, the judgement of the board that approved the
framework, and the professional identity of every assurance practitioner in the
organisation. It is, in short, a politically dangerous thing to say.

4.2 The Measurement Trap
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There is a deeper structural reason why assurance theatre persists: the things that
matter in cloud transformation are harder to measure than the things that don't.

Easy to measure Hard to measure

Workloads migrated Business value realised

Percentage of estate on
cloud

Operational team capability

Cost of cloud infrastructure Total cost of ownership (including hidden costs)

Applications re-platformed User adoption and satisfaction

Gates passed Strategic alignment maintained

Timeline adherence Architecture quality and coherence

Budget variance Technical debt accumulated

Governance frameworks gravitate toward what can be measured. This is not laziness —
it is rational. A framework that reports on measurable things can demonstrate its own
value. A framework that attempts to assess intangibles risks producing subjective
judgements that can be challenged, disputed, and ignored.

The result is a governance system optimised for measuring what it can measure rather
than what matters. The programme reports on workload counts, migration velocity,
budget consumption, and milestone completion — all of which are precise, auditable,
and largely irrelevant to the question of whether the programme is achieving its
purpose.

4.3 The Vendor Alignment Problem

Cloud transformation programmes are, by their nature, deeply entangled with
hyperscale cloud vendors and the system integrators who implement them. Both have
strong commercial incentives to define success in terms that align with their
contractual obligations rather than the organisation's strategic objectives.

The cloud vendor's success metric is consumption: compute hours, storage volumes,
data transfer. The system integrator's success metric is delivery: workloads migrated,
milestones achieved, change requests completed. Neither has a commercial incentive
to measure whether the migrated workloads are delivering business value, whether the
operational model is sustainable, or whether the total cost of ownership is lower than
the legacy alternative.

When the programme's governance framework measures the same things that the
vendors are incentivised to deliver, assurance becomes a shared fiction. The vendors
report progress. The programme reports progress. The board sees progress. The gap
between progress and value widens unseen.

5. What Real Assurance Would Require
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5.1 Redefining the Unit of Measurement

The first and most fundamental change is to redefine what the governance framework
measures. Instead of measuring programme outputs — workloads migrated, gates
passed, milestones achieved — the framework needs to measure programme outcomes:
business capabilities enabled, cost positions achieved, operational models functioning,
user adoption realised.

This is not a simple substitution. Outcome measurement requires a fundamentally
different approach to governance:

• Outcomes are lagging indicators. The business value of a cloud migration does not
materialise at the point of migration. It materialises months later, when the new
infrastructure is operating at steady state, when the operational team has learned
to manage it, when the business processes have been adapted to exploit it. A
governance framework that measures outcomes must therefore extend beyond
the programme's delivery timeline — it must track value realisation for twelve to
eighteen months after each migration wave completes.

• Outcomes require business engagement. Technical delivery teams can report on
workload counts and migration velocity. They cannot report on whether the
finance function is using the new analytics capability, whether the customer
service team has seen response time improvements, or whether the product
development cycle has accelerated. Outcome measurement requires the business
to participate in governance — not as passive recipients of progress reports, but as
active reporters of value received.

• Outcomes are contested. Unlike workload counts, which are objectively verifiable,
business outcomes are frequently disputed. The finance director may attribute
cost savings to the cloud programme. The CFO may attribute them to headcount
reduction. The operations director may argue that the savings are offset by
increased support costs that appear in a different budget line. Outcome
measurement requires governance structures that can adjudicate between
competing claims — a function that most programme boards are neither designed
nor willing to perform.

5.2 Building Technical Assurance Capability

The second requirement is to build assurance capability that can assess technical
quality, not just governance compliance.

This means assurance reviewers who understand cloud architecture well enough to
ask:

• Is the target architecture coherent, or has it been compromised by expedient
migration decisions?

• Is the consumption model delivering the cost profile the business case assumed, or
is cloud sprawl creating a cost base that will exceed the legacy alternative within
two years?

• Is the operational model sustainable, or is the programme creating a technical
estate that the BAU team cannot manage without ongoing programme-level
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support?
• Are the security and compliance controls genuinely equivalent to the on-premise

controls they replace, or have gaps been accepted and forgotten?

These are not governance questions. They are technical questions with governance
implications. The current assurance framework cannot ask them because the assurance
function does not have the technical capability to understand the answers.

5.3 Redesigning Gate Reviews

The third requirement is to redesign gate reviews for emergent delivery.

The traditional gate review asks: \"Has the programme completed the planned work
for this stage to the required quality?\" This question assumes that the planned work
was the right work and that completion equals progress.

For cloud transformation programmes, the gate review should instead ask:

1. What has the programme learned since the last gate? Cloud migration is a
discovery process. Each wave reveals information about the estate, the operational
model, the cost dynamics, and the business impact that was not available at the
start. The gate review should assess whether the programme is learning and
adapting, not just whether it is executing the plan.

1. Has the business case changed? The business case for a cloud transformation
programme should be a living document, updated with actual consumption data,
real migration costs, observed operational impacts, and revised benefit forecasts. A
gate review that does not examine whether the original economic rationale still
holds is not performing assurance — it is performing ceremony.

1. What would cause you to stop? This is the question that assurance theatre
systematically avoids. Every programme should have kill criteria — conditions
under which the investment should be halted, redirected, or fundamentally
restructured. In most cloud transformation programmes, these criteria either do
not exist or are set so high that they would never be triggered. A gate review that
does not discuss kill criteria is implicitly assuming that the programme should
continue regardless of what it discovers. This is not assurance. It is commitment
bias with a governance wrapper.

1. Is the organisation ready for what comes next? Cloud migration creates
operational obligations that extend far beyond the programme's timeline. Each
migrated workload requires ongoing management, cost optimisation, security
patching, compliance monitoring, and capacity planning in a consumption-based
model that behaves very differently from on-premise infrastructure. A gate review
that approves the next migration wave without assessing whether the organisation
can absorb the operational consequences of the previous wave is approving
acceleration without checking the brakes.

6. The Regulatory Dimension
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6.1 Divergent Expectations

The regulatory landscape for cloud adoption in 2016 adds a layer of complexity that
existing programme governance frameworks are particularly ill-equipped to handle.

Financial services regulators — the FCA and PRA in the UK, the ECB's supervisory arm
in Europe, the OCC and Federal Reserve in the US — have each developed distinct
positions on cloud adoption that share common principles but diverge significantly in
their specific requirements. Data residency, operational resilience, concentration risk,
exit strategy, and third-party oversight are universal concerns. But the specific
controls, evidential standards, and reporting obligations differ across jurisdictions.

For multinational organisations running cloud transformation programmes across
multiple regulatory regimes, this creates a governance challenge that the standard
programme framework cannot address. The programme must demonstrate compliance
with multiple, sometimes contradictory, regulatory requirements — and must do so not
just at the point of migration but on an ongoing basis.

6.2 The Compliance-as-Assurance Trap

The regulatory dimension also creates a subtle but dangerous distortion of the
assurance framework. When regulatory compliance becomes a primary governance
concern — as it inevitably does in financial services cloud programmes — the assurance
function shifts its focus from \"is this programme delivering value?\" to \"is this
programme compliant?\"

These are different questions with different implications. A programme can be fully
compliant with every regulatory requirement and still fail to deliver business value. A
programme can satisfy the FCA's expectations on data sovereignty, the PRA's
requirements on operational resilience, and the ECB's guidance on concentration risk
— and still produce an architecture that costs more than the legacy alternative, an
operational model that the BAU team cannot sustain, and a user experience that is
worse than what it replaced.

When compliance becomes the de facto standard of assurance, the governance
framework stops asking whether the programme is succeeding and starts asking
whether the programme is defensible. These are not the same thing — but in a
regulated environment, defensibility often wins.

7. The Cultural Substrate

7.1 Why Nobody Says \"Stop\"

Beneath the structural and procedural failures of assurance theatre lies a cultural
reality that is rarely discussed in programme governance literature: the overwhelming
organisational pressure to continue.

Cloud-first is, by 2016, not just a technology strategy. It is a signal of organisational
modernity. Boards that have committed to cloud transformation have made public
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statements, allocated significant capital, restructured technology organisations, and
often changed senior leadership to align with the cloud mandate. The sunk cost is not
just financial — it is political, reputational, and personal.

In this context, the governance framework faces an almost impossible task. It is being
asked to objectively assess a programme that the organisation has already decided
must succeed. The assurance function is being asked to provide independent scrutiny
of an investment that the board, the CEO, and the CTO have publicly committed to. The
gate review panel is being asked to consider stopping a programme that has already
been declared transformational.

Assurance theatre thrives not because governance frameworks are weak, but because
organisational commitment makes genuine assurance politically untenable. The
framework provides the appearance of scrutiny without the risk of contradiction.

7.2 The Career Calculus

There is a personal dimension to assurance theatre that deserves acknowledgement.
The individuals who sit on gate review panels, who conduct assurance reviews, who
present RAG statuses to programme boards — these are professionals whose careers
depend on their judgement being valued and their relationships being maintained.

An assurance reviewer who reports that a cloud transformation programme is
fundamentally misconceived — that the business case is unsound, that the architecture
is incoherent, that the benefits will not materialise — is making a career-defining
statement. They are contradicting the programme sponsor, the technology leadership,
and implicitly the board that approved the investment. Even if they are right, the
political consequences of being right are severe.

The rational career strategy is to identify manageable issues — governance gaps,
stakeholder engagement weaknesses, risk register omissions — that demonstrate the
value of assurance without challenging the programme's fundamental viability. This is
what most assurance reviews do. It is assurance theatre in its purest form: a
performance that demonstrates rigour without producing disruption.

8. A Different Model

8.1 Continuous Assurance

The alternative to gate-based assurance theatre is continuous assurance — a model
that embeds assurance capability within the programme rather than applying it at stage
boundaries.

Continuous assurance operates on different principles:

• Assurance is real-time, not periodic. Instead of reviewing the programme at gates,
the assurance function monitors key indicators continuously: cost trajectory,
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migration quality, operational readiness, benefit realisation, architectural
coherence. Deviations from expected trajectories trigger investigation, not the
calendar.

• Assurance is technical, not just procedural. The assurance function includes — or
has access to — technical specialists who can assess cloud architecture decisions,
consumption patterns, security configurations, and operational model viability.
Governance compliance is necessary but not sufficient.

• Assurance is outcome-oriented. The primary question is not \"is the programme
following its plan?\" but \"is the programme delivering value?\" This requires the
assurance function to engage with business stakeholders, track benefit realisation,
and report on outcomes rather than outputs.

• Assurance has escalation authority. The assurance function must have the
organisational standing and the political protection to escalate genuine concerns
without career penalty. This requires explicit board-level sponsorship of the
assurance function's independence — not just in terms of reference, but in
practice.

8.2 The Three Conversations

In practical terms, continuous assurance for cloud transformation programmes
requires three ongoing conversations that traditional gate reviews do not support:

The architecture conversation. Is the target architecture still the right one? Has
migration reality changed the architectural assumptions? Are expedient decisions
creating technical debt that will undermine the long-term value proposition? This
conversation must happen between the assurance function and the technical
leadership, with sufficient depth and frequency to catch architectural drift before it
becomes irreversible.

The economics conversation. Is the consumption model behaving as the business case
predicted? Are there cost categories emerging that were not anticipated — egress
charges, support tiers, licensing transformations, skills premiums? Is the total cost of
ownership trajectory confirming or contradicting the investment thesis? This
conversation must happen between the assurance function and the finance team, with
access to actual consumption data rather than forecasted models.

The readiness conversation. Is the operational organisation genuinely ready to manage
the cloud estate? Not \"have they been trained?\" but \"are they managing the
migrated workloads effectively, at acceptable cost, with appropriate security and
compliance controls, without programme team support?\" This conversation must
happen between the assurance function and the operational leadership, with evidence
drawn from operational metrics rather than readiness assessments.

9. The Uncomfortable Conclusion

The programme that passes every gate and delivers nothing is not an anomaly. It is the
predictable outcome of applying a governance framework designed for one type of
delivery to a fundamentally different type of programme.



PROGRAMME BOOK SERIES · No. 193 The Programme That Passed Every Gate and Delivered Nothing

© WhereBeyond, 2024–2025 Giovanni Leonardi 14

Cloud transformation programmes are emergent, iterative, and value-driven. The
governance frameworks applied to them are linear, stage-gated, and output-driven.
The mismatch is not subtle — it is structural and fundamental. And yet organisations
persist with these frameworks because they provide comfort, because they satisfy
regulators, because they align with professional norms, and because changing them
would require a level of organisational courage that most institutions cannot muster.

The cost of assurance theatre is not immediately visible. Programmes complete.
Workloads migrate. Reports are filed. Boards are reassured. The cost appears later — in
benefits that fail to materialise, in operational models that cannot cope, in
architectures that need reworking within three years of completion, in cloud estates
that cost more than the data centres they replaced.

The question for every organisation currently running a cloud transformation
programme is not whether their governance framework is being followed. It almost
certainly is. The question is whether their governance framework is capable of telling
them the truth about whether the programme is succeeding — or whether it is
designed, structurally and culturally, to tell them what they want to hear.

The uncomfortable answer, for most organisations, is that they have built a system that
is incapable of delivering bad news about an investment that has already been declared
too important to fail. This is not governance. It is organisational theatre — performed
with rigour, documented with precision, and entirely disconnected from the reality it
claims to assure.


