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“Federated governance that is nobody's responsibility is not
lightweight; it is absent.”

1. The green report

Consider the monthly programme board. Somewhere in the organisation a team of five or
six people has spent the better part of a week assembling the pack: the milestone tracker,
the consolidated status summary, the risk log with its newest entries picked out in amber,
the resource heat-map, the benefits schedule that nobody quite believes. Forty pages. The
board receives it three days ahead and reads, generously, the first four. The status is
green. It is almost always green — until the quarter it turns abruptly red, at which point
the first question asked is why the reporting did not see it coming.

That team is the Programme Management Office, and it is among the most reflexively
funded and least examined fixtures in the modern change organisation. When a
programme of any size is stood up, a PMO is stood up beside it, almost as a matter of
course — a permanent cell of coordinators, planners and analysts whose remit is to hold
the programme's information, enforce its method, and feed its governance. Few people
ask whether it should exist. Fewer still ask what would be lost if it did not.

I want to argue something that will sound, at first, like heresy to anyone who has built one:
that for a great many programmes the permanent, standing PMO is the wrong structure,
and that a virtual PMO — governance as a function drawn from the organisation when it is
needed, rather than a department that sits in permanent session — is not a cut-price
compromise but the better design. Not always. But far more often than the reflex admits.

2. What the office is actually for

The confusion begins because we use one name for two entirely different jobs.

The first job is standing infrastructure: the single, trusted version of the plan and the
numbers; the method the programme runs on; the templates, the stage gates, the
definitions that let a milestone in one workstream mean the same thing as a milestone in
another. This work is genuinely continuous. Someone must own the data, or every board
paper becomes an argument about whose spreadsheet is right.

The second job is decision support and assurance: the episodic, high-value work of
preparing a genuine decision — an investment gate, a scope change, a recovery — and of
testing, independently, whether a programme is as healthy as it claims. This work is not
continuous at all. It spikes around the moments that matter and falls quiet between them.

• The first job needs a thin, permanent spine — one or two people, not six.
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• The second job needs depth and seniority on demand — precisely the people a
standing office cannot afford to keep idle between decisions.

The standing office conflates the two. Having hired a permanent team sized for the second
job, it must find something for that team to do during the long stretches when no real
decision is pending. And so it reports. It produces the forty-page pack. It refreshes the
status weekly whether or not anything has changed. It manufactures the appearance of
governance to justify a payroll that governance, intermittent by nature, does not sustain.

“The permanent office does not fail because it governs too little.
It fails because, given a standing team and nothing decisive to

do, it governs the only thing always within reach: the
paperwork.”

3. Why the standing team decays

The decay is structural, not a matter of poor staffing. Put capable people in a permanent
office and starve them of decisions, and they will not sit idle — they are conscientious.
They will instead expand the one activity that is always available: the collection and
presentation of information. Reporting cadences shorten. Templates grow fields. A weekly
highlight report becomes a daily flash. The risk log, once a tool for provoking action,
becomes an archive maintained for its own completeness.

I have watched a programme office of six spend the better part of a third of its week
producing a board pack whose decisions could have been captured in a two-page note and
a live conversation. The cost was not only the salaries — call it a quarter of a million a year,
fully loaded, for a team whose highest-value output arrived in perhaps four or five weeks
of that year. The deeper cost was that the pack, by its sheer weight, displaced judgement:
the board spent its scarce hour walking the tracker rather than confronting the one
decision that actually needed making. Governance had been quietly inverted — the
instrument built to sharpen decisions had begun to crowd them out.

This is the case against the standing office in a single line: a fixed team scaled for
intermittent work will fill the gaps with process, and the process will, in time, come to
stand in for the thing it was meant to serve.

4. Governance as a function, not a department

The virtual PMO begins from a different premise. It treats governance as something an
organisation does at particular moments, not something it houses permanently.

In practice it has two parts. A thin permanent spine — often one or two people, sometimes
a fraction of a role — owns the method, the tooling and the single source of programme
data. That spine is deliberately too small to generate bureaucracy; it has no spare capacity
with which to invent reporting. Around it, the heavier work is federated: assurance
reviews, gate preparation and decision papers are mobilised from experienced hands
drawn out of the line — a delivery director from a sister programme, a finance business
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partner, a seasoned business change manager — convened for the decision, and stood
down once it is made.

The effect is to put governance back where it belongs, close to the people who carry the
consequences, and to starve the reporting factory of the idle capacity it feeds on. When a
gate is three weeks away, the virtual PMO is suddenly substantial — a review team of five,
working hard. In the quiet weeks between, it almost vanishes, and nothing of value is lost,
because in those weeks there was nothing decisive to do.

A programme office earns its keep at the moment a decision is made — not in the days
spent preparing to report that no decision was needed. Structure it for the moments that
matter, and let it fall quiet in between.

The distinction is worth drawing plainly, because the two models fail in opposite
directions.

Dimension Standing PMO Virtual PMO

What it is A permanent department beside
the programme

A thin permanent spine plus federated,
on-demand assurance

Cost posture Fixed, paid whether or not
decisions are pending

Variable, weighted to the moments that
matter

Characteristic
failure

Reporting crowds out judgement Nobody convenes the review that was
everybody's job

Where
authority sits

In the office's assumed mandate In seniority and explicit sponsorship

Institutional
memory

Held by the team, lost when it
disbands

Held by the spine, in written method and
history

5. The objection worth taking seriously

The strongest case against all this is not nostalgia for the standing team. It is three real
risks, and anyone advocating the virtual model owes them an honest answer.

The first is authority. A borrowed reviewer, the argument runs, has no standing; the
permanent PMO speaks with the weight of a mandate, whereas a colleague seconded for a
fortnight can be brushed aside by a determined programme director. The second is
memory. Disband the team after each decision and you lose the institutional knowledge
that makes governance more than a checklist — the quiet recollection that this supplier
over-promised last time, that that estimate is always optimistic. The third is consistency.
Without a standing team enforcing it, method erodes; every programme drifts to its own
definitions, and the comparability that lets a portfolio be governed at all dissolves.

These are serious, and a careless virtual model succumbs to all three. But each has an
answer.

Authority does not, in truth, come from permanence — it comes from seniority and from
sponsorship. A review team of genuinely senior practitioners, commissioned explicitly by
the senior responsible owner, carries more weight than a standing office of junior
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coordinators, not less; the standing PMO's authority is often assumed rather than real,
which is why so many are overruled the moment they become inconvenient. Memory and
consistency are the true burden — and they are precisely what the thin permanent spine
exists to hold. Method, definitions and the history of what went wrong last time are
exactly the standing infrastructure of the first job. The mistake is to believe those things
require a large permanent team. They require a small, deliberate one, and a discipline
about writing things down that no quantity of headcount can substitute for.

6. Where the virtual model actually fails

Honesty cuts both ways, and the virtual PMO fails in two recognisable ways of its own.

It fails when the spine is too thin — when "one or two people own the data" degrades in
practice to no one owning it, and the numbers begin to diverge until the board is once
again arguing about whose figures are right. And it fails when "drawn from the line as
needed" turns out to mean nobody's actual job — so the review that should have been
convened simply is not, because everyone senior enough to sit on it was busy with their
day role and no one held the mandate to insist. Federated governance that is nobody's
responsibility is not lightweight; it is absent.

Both failures share a cause: the virtual model demands more discipline from leadership,
not less. A standing PMO lets an organisation outsource its governance conscience to a
department. The virtual model refuses that comfort. It requires a sponsor who will actually
commission the reviews, protect the time of the people pulled in to do them, and insist on
the thin spine being genuinely owned. Where that leadership discipline is absent, a
standing office — for all its waste — is the safer default, precisely because it fails loudly,
with a visible team, rather than quietly, with an empty chair.

7. The point

The question was never whether large programmes need governance. They plainly do, and
more of them fail for want of it than for want of delivery. The question is whether
governance is best served by a permanent office that must justify its existence between
decisions, or by a function that materialises around the decisions themselves and stands
down in between.

For most programmes, most of the time, it is the latter. Keep the spine thin and genuinely
owned; make the assurance senior, sponsored and episodic; and resist to the last the
instinct to fill the quiet weeks with reporting. The best programme office, more often than
we care to admit, is the one that is barely there — until the moment it needs to be, when it
is exactly as heavy as the decision demands.


