BEYOND THE OFFICE

The Virtual PMO Is Not a
Smaller Office — It Is

Governance That Travels With
the Work

A reflective examination of lightweight programme governance when no standing team
owns the centre
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“A virtual PMO succeeds only when governance travels with the
work instead of waiting for the work to report back.”

1. Executive Summary

At nine o’clock on Monday morning, the programme director asked for the current
integrated plan. There was no programme office to call. The planner sat in a technology
workstream, the finance analyst reported into the business unit, the risk coordinator was
borrowed for two days a week, and the person assembling the board pack was a project
manager doing the work after hours. By Wednesday, four versions of the plan had arrived
by electronic mail. Each was internally plausible. None described the same programme.

This composite scene captures the attraction and the danger of the virtual programme
management office. The model promises governance without the permanent cost,
hierarchy and administrative weight of a standing team. Expertise is drawn from the
organisation as required; common disciplines are maintained through agreed processes;
and a small programme can avoid constructing an office larger than the work it governs.

The promise is real. So is the hidden condition. A virtual PMO works only when
governance has already been designed as a distributed capability: decision rights are
explicit, information standards are enforceable, coordinating roles have protected
capacity, and the programme director accepts ownership of the whole. Where those
conditions are absent, the model does not remove an office. It removes the place where
fragmentation becomes visible.

The persistent mistake is to treat “virtual” as a staffing decision. It is a governance design.
The question is not whether people occupy the same room or appear on the same
organisation chart. The question is whether the programme can still produce one
coherent account of commitments, consequences and choices when nobody owns
coordination as a full-time institutional home.

A virtual PMO succeeds only when governance travels with the work instead of waiting for
the work to report back.

2. The empty chair at the centre

The standing PMO attracts criticism for good reasons. It can grow around its own
procedures, demand reports whose purpose has expired, and confuse consistency with
control. Once established, it may defend roles and routines long after the programme has
changed. Leaders who have endured such offices naturally ask whether the same
disciplines can be provided more lightly.
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In 2006, that question has particular force. Programmes increasingly cross business units,
suppliers and locations. Shared-service arrangements disperse expertise. Outsourcing
contracts place important delivery knowledge beyond direct managerial lines. Electronic
mail, shared network drives and conference calls make it possible to coordinate work
without housing every specialist in one team. The idea of a virtual PMO appears to match
the shape of the modern programme: distributed, temporary and assembled around
outcomes rather than buildings.

Yet the physical office was never the important thing. Its value, when it had value, lay in
concentration. It concentrated information, memory, challenge and the responsibility to
reconcile competing accounts. The permanent team made somebody notice that a
supplier’s achieved milestone depended on a business decision still outstanding, or that
three projects had each assumed the same scarce testing resource.

Remove the team and those obligations do not disappear. They migrate. If their new
homes are not deliberately chosen, they settle in the gaps between functions.

The empty chair at the centre is therefore not a vacancy. It is a design test. Every duty
previously absorbed by the PMO must either be embedded in delivery, assigned to a
named coordinating role, or consciously abandoned. Virtualisation becomes dangerous
when leaders pretend the duties have vanished merely because the posts have.

3. Why the model keeps returning

The virtual PMO persists because it answers several legitimate objections to the
conventional office.

First, it promises proportionality. A programme of eight projects should not automatically
acquire the controls infrastructure of one with eighty. The standing office can become a
fixed cost that survives peaks and troughs in demand. A virtual arrangement can draw on
planning, finance, commercial and assurance skills when their contribution is most
valuable.

Second, it promises proximity to the work. Analysts embedded in business units
understand local operations better than a central reporting team. Project planners close
to delivery can distinguish a genuine technical dependency from a date copied into a
schedule because a template required one. Risk coordinators within workstreams may
hear uncertainty earlier than a central office does.

Third, it resists the false separation between “the programme” and “the business”. Benefits
are realised in operations, not in a PMO. Decisions about people, process and service
belong with accountable managers. A distributed model can make governance part of
ordinary management rather than a specialist ritual conducted before a monthly board.

Fourth, it can prevent the office from becoming a reporting factory. When each
workstream owns the quality of its information, the central team cannot be used as a
cleansing service for weak management. The programme director receives fewer polished
excuses and more direct accountability.

These are powerful advantages. The mistake is to assume they arise automatically from
removing the standing team. They arise only when responsibility is redistributed with
equal care.

A cost reduction is not an operating model. Removing seven posts from a PMO and
allocating fragments of their work to twelve people elsewhere may reduce the visible
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budget while increasing the total effort. The cost has not disappeared; it has become
harder to see. More seriously, the integrative work may be divided until nobody can
perform it.

The virtual PMO is not defined by where its people sit. It is defined by whether the
obligations of governance remain whole when the organisation is distributed.

4. A month in the life of a lightweight office

Consider a composite £46 million change programme formed around nine projects in
three business units and two principal suppliers. The executive sponsor wants a
lightweight model. Instead of a standing PMO, the programme appoints a coordinator for
three days a week, borrows a planner from the largest project, and asks finance and risk
specialists to contribute through their existing functional roles.

During the first month, the arrangement appears efficient. Each project submits a
two-page update. The coordinator assembles a concise pack. The board receives a single
milestone chart and a list of major risks. Only 2.6 full-time equivalents are charged to
programme coordination, compared with the six roles proposed in the original plan.

By the fourth month, the apparent economy begins to unravel.

The borrowed planner spends Monday on the programme plan, but project pressures
repeatedly reclaim Tuesday. Two business units maintain their schedules in separate files
because their local reporting dates differ. The supplier plan records contractual deliveries,
while the business plans record operational readiness. Nobody is responsible for
reconciling the gap between the two.

Finance closes its forecast on the fifth working day. Projects submit changes on the
seventh. The board pack therefore compares current delivery commentary with a forecast
already one cycle old. The risk specialist challenges workstream entries but has no
authority to require revisions. The coordinator spends twenty-eight hours each month
copying, chasing and formatting, leaving perhaps ten hours for analysis.

The damage becomes visible when an August integration test slips. In one plan, the delay is
three weeks. In another, it is six. The supplier has met its contractual milestone by
delivering equipment to site, but the operational team has not completed the access work
needed for installation. The programme board first sees the conflict twelve days after the
date ceased to be recoverable.

A standing PMO would not necessarily have prevented the delay. It might have produced
the same bad news in a thicker pack. But the virtual design created three specific
weaknesses:

« No protected integrator. Planning was a contribution made when local work allowed,
not an obligation with authority over the whole.

« No common time horizon. Finance, projects and suppliers reported to different
cycles, so apparent consolidation joined facts from different moments.

« No owner of contradiction. Each account was valid within its boundary. Nobody was
accountable for the space between them.

31
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The programme responds by requesting better compliance. It tightens submission
deadlines and introduces a standard template. For two cycles, timeliness improves. The
underlying problem remains because the failure was not submission discipline. It was the
absence of an operating centre.

5. The difference between distributed and diluted

A virtual PMO distributes governance. A weak virtual PMO dilutes it.

Distribution means that work is placed deliberately where the relevant knowledge and
authority already reside. The finance function owns cost integrity. Workstream leaders
own forecasts and risks. Commercial managers own supplier obligations. A coordinating
core connects these contributions and tests the integrated picture. Each duty has an
owner, a standard and an escalation route.

Dilution means that everybody contributes and nobody is answerable for the result.
Planning is spread across projects, so no one owns the programme plan. Risks are
discussed in several forums, so no one owns the risk process. Benefits sit with business
units, so no one can challenge whether the combined case remains credible. The language
of shared ownership conceals the absence of singular accountability.

This distinction matters because collaboration is often mistaken for governance.
Collaboration depends on goodwill, relationships and available time. Governance must
survive disagreement, competing incentives and pressure. A virtual model designed only
for cooperative conditions will fail precisely when the programme most needs it.

The practical test is not whether tasks are allocated. It is whether obligations remain
enforceable. Can the central coordinator reject an inconsistent forecast? Can a planner
require a workstream to expose a dependency? Can the programme director compel
attendance from a functional specialist whose line manager has other priorities? Can the
board see when a business unit has not accepted its benefit obligation?

If the answer is no, the organisation has created a network of helpers, not a PMO.

6. The case against a standing team

The strongest objection deserves more than polite acknowledgment. Standing PMOs can
become self-serving institutions. They may add layers between delivery and leadership,
filter uncomfortable messages, and require every project to satisfy the same control
regime regardless of risk. Their continuity can harden into permanence. Their claim to
integration can weaken the direct accountability of project and business leaders.

A virtual model can correct these tendencies. By keeping knowledge in the functions, it
avoids building a parallel organisation. By drawing effort according to need, it can be more
economical. By making workstream leaders responsible for their own information, it
prevents the PMO from becoming the place where accountability is outsourced. For
smaller or mature programmes, a permanent central team may indeed be excessive.

This argument is persuasive because it identifies real failure, not a theoretical risk. But it
confuses the defects of one institutional form with the disappearance of the underlying
need.
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Integration is not bureaucracy merely because bureaucracies often perform it badly.
Independent challenge is not duplication merely because some assurance processes
repeat themselves. Institutional memory is not administrative overhead merely because it
is stored in documents. The cure for an overgrown office is not an absent centre; it is a
centre matched to the programme’s complexity and designed around decisions.

The better alternative is therefore not “standing PMO or no PMO”. It is a choice among
different ways of holding a small number of non-negotiable obligations. Some
programmes need a permanent team. Others need a compact core with federated
specialists. A few can operate with a genuinely virtual arrangement. The correct form
depends less on budget size than on the density of interfaces, the instability of the work
and the strength of existing management disciplines.

“Lightness is valuable only when the weight has been removed

from the work, not merely from the organisation chart.”

7. What must remain non-negotiable

A virtual PMO can vary its roles and routines, but four obligations cannot be left to
voluntary contribution.

7.1 One account of commitment

The programme needs one integrated view of what has been promised, by whom and by
when. This does not require one software package. It requires common definitions and an
accountable integrator. Local plans may remain detailed and distinct, but their shared
milestones, dependencies and assumptions must reconcile.

The key word is commitment. A schedule is not merely a collection of dates. It records
agreements between parties. When a workstream moves a date, the integrator must show
which other commitments are affected and who must accept the change.

7.2 One route from issue to decision

A distributed programme generates many discussions. Governance must distinguish
discussion from decision. Every material issue needs a named decision, an authorised
owner, a latest useful date and a statement of consequence.

Without this discipline, the same matter can circulate through project reviews, supplier
meetings and programme boards while appearing active in each. The virtual PMO should
make the journey visible and stop escalation from becoming motion without progress.

7.3 One memory of why

Temporary arrangements are especially vulnerable to memory loss. Borrowed specialists
return to their functions. Project managers move. Suppliers change personnel. The
programme must preserve why important choices were made, not only what was agreed.
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Decision records need not become lengthy papers. A concise record of options,
assumptions, authority and consequence is enough. What matters is that later disputes
cannot rewrite the past without challenge.

7.4 One protected capacity for integration

Integration cannot be performed in the margins of another job. The virtual model may use
part-time roles, but their time must be explicit, protected and sufficient. A planner
allocated two days a week must own defined outputs during those days and have authority
to obtain inputs. If the work regularly consumes four days, the model has failed its
capacity test.

This is where the supposed savings must be examined honestly. Count the hours spent
across all contributing functions, including chasing, reconciliation and rework. A virtual
PMO that costs less centrally but more in aggregate is not lightweight. It is merely
unmeasured.

8. Authority without empire

The virtual PMO faces a delicate problem: it needs enough authority to enforce integration
without recreating the empire it was meant to avoid.

The solution is to separate authority over process integrity from authority over business
decisions. The PMO should not decide whether a business unit accepts a changed
operating model. It should be able to require that the choice is stated, owned, dated and
reflected in the plan. It should not determine the supplier'’s commercial remedy. It should
be able to show when a contractual milestone and an operational outcome have diverged.

This authority should be written into the programme mandate, not negotiated afresh each
month. Functional contributors need clear obligations from their line leaders. The
programme director must sponsor the coordinating role publicly and intervene when local
priorities repeatedly displace programme duties.

The centre can remain small if its authority is clear. Conversely, a large team with
ambiguous authority will compensate through more reporting and more meetings. Size is
a poor substitute for mandate.

A useful design sequence is:

1. Name the obligations. Define the integrative work that must exist regardless of
structure: plan, cost, risk, decisions, benefits, change control and governing memory.

2. Place each obligation. Assign it either to the coordinating core, a workstream or a
function, with one accountable owner.

3. Protect the contribution. State the time, skill and access required, and obtain
agreement from the contributor’s line authority.

4. Define the joins. Specify how local information becomes a programme view, including
dates, definitions and quality thresholds.

5. Give the core a mandate. Allow it to challenge inconsistency, reject incomplete
submissions and escalate unresolved contradictions.

6. Test the design under pressure. Ask what happens when a supplier disputes a
milestone, a business unit withholds a resource, or two executives disagree. If the
answer depends on goodwill, the governance is not yet designed.
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This is not a methodology for every programme. It is a way of exposing whether the virtual
claim has substance. The form is credible only when each answer is concrete.

9. When the model fits

The virtual PMO is most likely to work where the programme has relatively few interfaces,
capable project leadership, stable objectives and mature functional disciplines. It also suits
a phase in which coordination demand is predictable and the organisation has established
standards that do not need to be invented during delivery.

It is least likely to work where ambiguity is high. Programmes joining multiple suppliers,
business units and technologies create contradictions faster than distributed contributors
can reconcile them. Early mobilisation, major recovery and periods of commercial dispute
usually require a more concentrated centre. The need may be temporary, but temporary
intensity is still intensity.

This suggests that the PMO form should change over the programme’s life. A concentrated
team may be necessary to establish the integrated baseline, decision architecture and
working disciplines. Once these are stable, some responsibilities can move into functions
and workstreams. During testing, transition or recovery, the centre may need to
strengthen again.

The virtual PMO should therefore be treated as a configuration, not an identity.
Programmes become trapped when “lightweight” turns into a principle that cannot
respond to changing risk. Good governance is willing to add coordination before a crisis
and remove it when complexity subsides.

10. What the virtual office reveals

The most revealing feature of the virtual PMO is that it exposes how much governance
organisations previously mistook for administration.

When the standing team disappears, somebody still has to reconcile the plans. Somebody
still has to remember the assumptions. Somebody still has to show that the benefit
depends on a decision outside the project. If no one does, the organisation discovers that
the old office was carrying more of the programme’s coherence than its job descriptions
admitted.

This discovery can lead to a better model. Responsibilities that genuinely belong in the
business can move there. Reporting that served no decision can stop. Functional expertise
can remain close to the work. A small coordinating core can focus on integration and
consequence rather than production.

But the same discovery can be denied. Leaders can interpret the first failures as poor
compliance, ask for more templates and continue to protect the fiction that governance is
happening everywhere. The programme then acquires all the ceremony of a PMO without
the institution capable of challenging the whole.

The reflective question is not whether a virtual PMO is modern, economical or flexible. It
is whether the organisation understands governance well enough to disassemble its
traditional container without losing its essential functions.




PROGRAMME BOOK SERIES - No. 65 The Virtual PMO Is Not a Smaller Office — It Is Governance That Travel...

A standing office can hide weak governance behind activity. A virtual office can expose
weak governance through absence. Neither form guarantees judgement.

The durable lesson is that programme coherence must have a home, even when the PMO
does not. That home may be a compact core, a network of accountable specialists or a
deliberately changing combination of both. What it cannot be is an assumption that
coordination will emerge because competent people are connected by meetings,
electronic mail and goodwill.

The virtual PMO becomes credible at the moment the organisation stops asking how few
people it can assign and starts asking which obligations must remain whole. Only then
does governance travel with the work.
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