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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Transport Canada (TC)’s Digital Services Directorate carries out around 30 application 
development projects annually to enable the department to deliver its mandate digitally. The 
development of new Information Management/ Information Technology (IM/IT) applications 
can take a few months to several years to complete. To manage this development, Digital 
Services uses an IM/IT Project Management Framework (PMF), which provides a formal 
structure to establish project timelines and deliverables and to ensure regular monitoring, and 
reporting on project status and financial health.   
 
After several recent reviews and studies, Digital Services revised the PMF and began 
implementing a new PMF in 2018-19. Internal Audit assessed the new PMF to identify 
opportunities to refine the framework during this implementation period and to provide a 
foundation to monitor the performance of the governance committees over time. This assessment 
included a process mapping exercise to depict the project approval process under the new PMF 
as well as a survey and interviews with program executives to gauge their views to provide 
Digital Services with valuable early feedback. 
 
The following observations were noted: 
 

• TC’s IM/IT project governance committees are generally useful for program executives 
to exercise their oversight roles.   

• Progress is being made in communicating risks and issues that may have a significant 
impact on the delivery of projects; however, further improvement is required to meet 
program executives’ expectations.   

• Project performance indicators currently in use are not very useful for decision making 
and require some revisions to meet program executives’ needs.   

• Program executives’ sense of accountability is wide ranging with respect to their projects, 
indicating misalignment between their and Digital Services’ accountabilities which could 
lead to oversight issues for some projects. 

 
Internal Audit identified four key PMF design principles based on the above observations and 
made the following specific recommendations to the Assistant Deputy Minister (ADM) of 
Corporate Services: 
 
1. Address the opportunities and weaknesses identified by the survey and interviews:  

 
a) Develop guidance for project executives outlining their expected behaviors and roles and 

responsibilities in leading IM/IT projects.  
b) Develop project performance indicators that are relevant and useful to a program 

executive’s ability to make timely decisions on and have effective oversight over IM/IT 
projects.  

c) Develop a communication plan to manage the perceived misalignment of control over 
decisions related to key project resources in order to keep programs informed of key 



Executive Summary  iii         IM/IT Projects Health Check and Governance Review 

 

  

resource allocation (business analysts and project managers) and changes throughout the 
project lifecycle.  

d) Develop guidance and tools to help project teams determine when and how to escalate 
risks or issues relevant for executives involved in the governance of IM/IT projects-to 
include risk tolerance definitions or thresholds to help guide when to escalate risks or 
issues to a higher level.  
 

2. Use the survey tool to monitor and report on a regular basis the performance of TC’s IM/IT 
project governance structure, gauging the extent to which the key principles are being met 
and specifically using the results to continue to improve the project management framework 
and governance processes. 

 
 

STATEMENT OF CONFORMANCE 
 
Although not an audit, this consulting engagement was conducted in a manner that conforms to 
the Internal Auditing Standards for the Government of Canada, as supported by the results of an 
external assessment of Internal Audit's Quality Assurance and Improvement Program. 
 
Dave Leach (CIA, MPA) Director, Audit and Advisory Services 

Martin Rubenstein (CPA, CIA, CFE) Chief Audit and Evaluation Executive  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 PURPOSE 

 
Internal Audit added this engagement to its risk-based audit plan to support the Department’s 
Digital Services by providing independent advice on Digital Services’ newly updated IM/IT 
Project Management Framework (PMF) and carrying out an initial assessment of the 
effectiveness of the recently introduced mechanisms that govern the PMF.   
 
1.2 BACKGROUND  

 
TC uses policies, programs, legislative measures, regulations and guidelines to provide 
Canadians with a safe, secure, efficient, clean and sustainable transportation system. Of utmost 
importance is the ability to access quality data and analytical tools in order to provide advice, 
formulate options, develop policies and regulations, deliver programs and support decision 
making. Furthermore, the Government of Canada as a whole is looking to transform IM/IT in the 
workplace to deliver services as effectively and efficiently as possible. Therefore, a robust and 
cohesive approach to providing IM/IT solutions is critical. 
 
TC’s IM/IT services are delivered by Digital Services located in the National Capital Region 
(NCR), led by TC’s Chief Information Officer (CIO) and supported by IM/IT teams in the five 
regional offices who functionally report to the CIO. Digital Services staff work closely with all 
TC program areas to “provide a reliable, secure, modern, sustainable IM/IT environment and 
thorough leadership and expertise, services, stewardship and solutions for clients and 
stakeholders in support of TC’s and the Government of Canada’s mandate”1. 
 
Internal Audit (IA) supports this effort by conducting audits and reviews within the IM/IT areas 
of TC and by keeping up to date with new IM/IT initiatives and departmental changes.  
 
 
IM/IT Application Development Projects 
 
The development of new IM/IT applications can take a few months to several years to complete. 
To manage this development, Digital Services uses an IM/IT PMF which provides a formal 
structure to establish project timelines and deliverables and to ensure regular monitoring and 
reporting on the status and financial health of projects.  
 
Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat (TBS) has a Policy on the Management of Projects2 (non-
IT and IT projects) and requires periodic self-assessments of the project management capacity 
within departments. TBS uses these capacity self-assessments to determine the level of project 

                                                 
1. Transport Canada IM/IT Strategic/Investment Plan 2016/17 to 2018/19 (September 2016), page 7 
2 TBS Policy on the Management of Projects 

http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/pol/doc-eng.aspx?id=18229
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approval authority delegated to each department3. All of TC’s current projects are within TC’s 
delegated authority. 
 
IM/IT Project Health Checks and Governance Review 
 
In 2017 IA carried out an Audit of IM/IT Organization’s Key Controls related to Finance, 
Procurement, and Staffing4, examining the links between IM/IT projects and various 
administrative processes. Some of the findings highlighted issues with IM/IT project planning 
and management practices.   
 
In 2017 Digital Services also completed an assessment of a specific marine IM/IT project and 
planned to perform similar reviews of other IM/IT projects. However, in light of a high-profile 
IT project failure in the federal government, Digital Services asked IA to lead a broader 
assessment of IM/IT projects and project governance by examining a sample of high-risk IT 
projects.  
 
IA performed the assessment in two phases. The aim of the first phase of the assessment was to 
review key project management controls in place for a sample of five high-risk projects. At the 
end of the first phase, key weaknesses around project governance were highlighted across the 
sample of projects. These weaknesses were considered systemic and the Chief Information 
Officer (CIO) had started putting in place measures to address these weaknesses related to 
Digital Services’ internal project management processes. Therefore, it was deemed little value 
added to expand the assessment of the remaining IM/IT projects. Instead it would be beneficial 
in phase 2 to concentrate on the new project governance structure with a focus on the one key 
area where the CIO has the least control – the role of the project sponsor (i.e. program 
executives) in project governance. 
 
Further details of the two-phased approach are as follows:  
 
Phase 1 - IM/IT Project Health Checks 
 
In Phase 1 - IM/IT Project Health Checks, five high-risk IT projects were reviewed. The 
assessment used the TBS’ IM/IT project review methodology which covers twelve topics5. IA 
prioritized these topics and focused on the six topics considered the key building blocks for a 
successful project (see Appendix A): 

• Topic 1: Business proposition – relevance of the project to the program’s mandates and 
alignment to business strategies 

• Topic 2: Sponsorship, leadership, and governance – roles, responsibilities and level of 
commitment of key stakeholders 

• Topic 3: Concept and approach – strategies and approaches the project takes to deliver 
the expected benefits from the project 

                                                 
3 Policy on the Management of Projects Appendix A – Project Approval Authorities 
4 https://www.tc.gc.ca/eng/corporate-services/audit-im-it-organizations-key-controls-related-finance-procurement-
staffing.html#_Toc496016272 
5 Review Topics for Enquiry: A summary of issues by project gate. 

https://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/pol/doc-eng.aspx?id=18229&section=html
https://www.tc.gc.ca/eng/corporate-services/audit-im-it-organizations-key-controls-related-finance-procurement-staffing.html#_Toc496016272
https://www.tc.gc.ca/eng/corporate-services/audit-im-it-organizations-key-controls-related-finance-procurement-staffing.html#_Toc496016272
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/information-technology-project-management/project-management/review-topics-enquiry-summary-issues-project-gate.html
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• Topic 5: Risk management – project risk identification and mitigation processes 
• Topic 6: Project structure and mechanics – key project enablers 
• Topic 7: Business requirements – links between proposed changes in IM/IT-enabled 

business processes and desired outcomes 
 
The assessment confirmed the weaknesses Digital Services identified in the marine project (i.e. 
ineffective project governance committees, high turnover of key project resources, and poor 
project management disciplines) were also pervasive in the five projects IA assessed (see 
Appendix B for more details). The root causes of the weaknesses in the areas examined were 
considered systemic and were likely present, to varying degrees, in all IM/IT projects.  
 
The importance of project governance 

Although there is no universally accepted definition of governance that is used by either the 
Government of Canada or TC, the Institute of Internal Auditors defines governance as: 

“Policies and procedures used to direct an organization’s activities to provide 
reasonable assurance that objectives are met and that operations are carried out in an 
ethical and accountable manner.”6 

Fundamentally, governance is intended to encourage behavior and activities that are aligned with 
an organization's mandate and priorities. To achieve effective governance, a sound structure, 
associated policies and processes, and people must be effectively working together to achieve 
common goals.  

There are different layers of governance associated with management and oversight of IM/IT 
(see figure 1). IM/IT Project Governance is positioned under the Portfolio/Program/Project 
Management layer and was our focus in Phase 2. 
 
Figure 1 - IM/IT Governance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
6 Institute of Internal Auditors. The Role of Auditing in Public Sector Governance, 2006, p. 3. 
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Alternate text in paragraph form: the figure displays an image. The image illustrates layers of 
governance associated with the management and oversight of IM/IT. IM/IT Project Governance 
is a subset of the Governance of Enterprise IT and the Governance of Portfolio management.  
 
The importance of the project sponsor in IM/IT project governance 
 
The Government of Canada and industry associations such as the Project Management Institute 
(PMI) consistently state that executive engagement and sponsorship is the number one success 
factor for IM/IT projects (see Appendix C). Successful projects require active involvement of the 
project sponsor from initiation throughout execution to project close out. The capability of senior 
program executives to oversee IM/IT projects is therefore critical to the success of projects. 
 
The results of our Phase 1 review confirmed that the level of sponsorship and engagement from 
senior management differed across programs. Although governance committees were in place on 
a project basis to drive IM/IT projects forward, the effectiveness of each committee varied due to 
the different interpretations and understanding of the roles, responsibilities, and accountabilities 
between Digital Services and the programs (project sponsors). As well, the committees did not 
provide a strategic lens for oversight and project management as they lacked a holistic and 
portfolio approach for a whole program.  
 
The importance of a Project Management Framework (PMF) 
 
What is a PMF?  
 
A PMF is how a project is managed from an idea to completion. It is a set of standard project 
management processes, templates and tools that can be used to initiate, plan, execute, control and 
close a project. It provides a clear road map for a project supported by a common set of 
processes.  
 
Why is it important? 
 
A PMF is important as it clearly outlines the critical steps required for a project to achieve its 
objectives. In doing so, it also outlines roles and responsibilities of the project development 
team, management and executives and their involvement in decision making throughout the 
project lifecycle. Benefits of a robust project management framework which is adhered to 
include effective decision making, optimal resource allocation, clear expectations, controlled 
costs and early identification of risks and issues.  
 
The introduction of a new PMF 
 
The “waterfall7” project management approach used historically at TC created challenges for 
IM/IT project governance – the “waterfall” approach expected an unrealistic level of precision, 

                                                 
7 Scope, time, and resources are the three principle constraints in projects.  In a “waterfall” model, a project’s scope 
is fixed at the beginning and estimates are made on time and resources required to deliver it.  Project success is 
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especially for cost estimates, and it committed both Digital Services and programs to impractical 
targets at the start of a project; creating unnecessary pressures and complexities into the project 
management environment.  
 
To address this concern, Digital Services recently revised its PMF to align with TBS’s project 
“gating” approach to improve senior executives’ ability to make an “informed assessment of 
progress and issues, ultimately leading to better decisions on future plans and investments.”8 
The new PMF was soft-launched in fiscal year 2018-19 and is being applied on a case-by-case 
basis to on-going projects and to all new projects. Some of the guidance and tools supporting the 
new PMF were under development at the time of this report.  
 
Phase 2 – IM/IT Project Governance Review 
 
Recognizing that 2018-19 is a transition year, the CIO welcomed IA’s proposal to assess the 
design of the new IM/IT project governance structure and establish a baseline rating for 
measuring the effectiveness of the new governance committees. The results of IA’s review 
presented later in this report provide Digital Services an opportunity to refine its PMF in real-
time as it is being launched as well as to provide a foundation to monitor the PMF structure over 
time so that the effectiveness of using these committees in support of project governance can be 
assessed.   

                                                                                                                                                             
typically defined as “on time, on budget”, and there are many built-in disincentives for modifying the scope after the 
initial phase of the project.  For more information please refer to: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waterfall_model 
8 TBS’ A Guide to Project Gating for IT-Enabled Projects 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waterfall_model
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/information-technology-project-management/project-management/guide-project-gating-it-enabled-projects.html#toc2-1
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1.3 OBJECTIVE, SCOPE, AND METHODOLOGIES 
 
1.3.1 Objective 

 
The objective of Phase 2 – Governance Review is to assess IM/IT project governance by 
reviewing the design of the new PMF and the effectiveness of the recently introduced 
governance mechanisms which are intended to assist management’s oversight and decision 
making. 
 
1.3.2 Scope 
 
We assessed: 

 
1. The design of the oversight committee structure (see Appendix D) and the processes 

under the new PMF; and  
 

2. The level of accountability and engagement from sponsoring program executives from 
five of Digital Services’ key client groups (Civil Aviation, Marine Safety and Security, 
Human Resources, Policy Group, Legislative and Oversight Modernization). 
 

1.3.3 Methodologies 
 
Process mapping 

Since Digital Services was defining some of the structures and procedures related to the new 
PMF during our review, we facilitated a process mapping exercise to help Digital Services 
describe, clarify and refine the roles and responsibilities of the different positions and 
committees as the new PMF was being soft-launched. A draft process map depicting Digital 
Services’ vision under the five-gate model was provided to Digital Services to aid its efforts on 
further clarifying and refining the IM/IT project governance structure and processes within the 
new PMF. 

Document review 

We reviewed the new PMF and supporting documents to identify potential gaps and weaknesses 
related to three critical areas: 

• The risks and issues escalation process 
• Deliverable and outcomes reporting 
• Project continue or discontinue decisions (go/no-go) 
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Survey and Interviews 

We developed a survey to assess senior program executives’ understanding of their roles and 
responsibilities and their level of engagement in the IM/IT project governance process. All 
program executives (director and above) responsible for IM/IT projects from Civil Aviation, 
Marine Safety and Security, Human Resources, Policy, Legislative and Oversight Modernization 
programs participated in the survey. One on-going 2018-19 project from each of the programs 
was used as a frame of reference for the survey. Face to face interviews were conducted to obtain 
specific examples and context for the responses received. Both the survey and the aggregated 
responses were communicated to Digital Services to provide them with the assessment tool and 
the baseline results. This enables them to measure performance over time and make future 
improvements to the project governance framework and processes.  
 

1.4 REPORT STRUCTURE 

Our report includes the summary of survey results, contextual information, and key principles 
that summarize the essential elements of each observation, an overall conclusion and specific 
recommendations for further improving IM/IT project governance.  
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2. OBSERVATIONS  
 
Observation 1 – TC’s IM/IT project governance committees are generally useful for 
program executives. 

 

 
Figure 2 – Survey Statement 1 

 
Alternate text in paragraph form: the figure displays a pie chart. The pie chart illustrates that 
the majority of the program executives agree with the statement “The governance committee I 
chair/participate in is useful and beneficial for the amount of time and effort it takes”. The 
breakdown of the results are as follows: 20% strongly agree, 50% agree, and 30% were neutral. 
 
Under the new PMF, project oversight is expected to take place over three executive level 
committees: Executive Oversight Committees (EOC), the Director General Horizontal 
Committee (DGHC), and the Resource Management Committee (RMC). According to the 
survey conducted by IA, most program executives agreed with the statement “The governance 
committee I chair/participate in is useful and beneficial for the amount of time and effort it 
takes.” To help explain their responses to this statement, the following are brief descriptions and 
additional comments from executives regarding each of these committees. 
 
Executive Oversight Committees (EOC) 
 
EOCs were established by the current CIO in 2017 to be TC’s primary oversight committees for 
IM/IT projects. They are to provide leadership, strategic guidance and direction on the program-
related IM/IT investments. Each EOC is co-chaired by the CIO and the Director General (DG) of 
one of TC’s major programs and acts as the main decision-making body for all the IM/IT 
projects within the DG’s program. While normally held on a bi-monthly basis, the frequency of 
EOC meetings can be adjusted based on the complexity of each DG’s portfolio of IM/IT 
projects.  
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Since an EOC was the only committee out of the three executive level committees that was 
involved in IM/IT project governance prior to the launch of the new PMF, executives’ responses 
to our survey were based on their EOC experiences. 
 
As illustrated in Figure 2, program executives appreciate the opportunity the EOC provides to 
exercise their IM/IT project oversight responsibilities. They also welcome the lessening of 
oversight burden from many, single-project committees used before EOC’s portfolio approach to 
project governance.  
 
Program executives noted that the oversight of horizontal projects is one area of improvement 
related to EOCs. Due to the similarity and interconnectedness of some of TC’s programs (e.g. 
safety and security, internal services), some IM/IT projects have implications that are beyond a 
single TC program. However, except for a few high-profile projects, most horizontal projects are 
overseen by affected programs in parallel through separate EOCs. As such, program executives 
often make decisions related to horizontal projects in silos without the benefit of input and 
feedback from related programs. This in turn reduces the ability for executives to address TC’s 
mandate holistically in the most effective and efficient manner. 
 
DG Horizontal Committee (DGHC) 
 
Started in January 2018, DGHC serves as a senior, cross-departmental forum for all DGs to 
discuss, challenge and become informed on horizontal initiatives that have the potential to affect 
multiple groups within the department. It is designed to maximize the use of DG talents and 
knowledge, strengthen the DG community, and create broader outreach while reducing 
duplication in consultation. 
 
Digital Services’ intent is to involve DGHC in the initiation and planning stage of a project to 
determine the horizontality of issues the project is aiming to address. This forum will also 
provide an opportunity for DGs across the department to scrutinize and improve IT project 
proposals by identifying potential synergies and efficiencies in solving common issues.  
 
Digital Services’ proposal for DGHC involvement in IM/IT project governance was positively 
viewed by most executives who agreed that there is value-added for the proposed challenge 
function. However, some executives questioned whether the DGHC should oversee the initiation 
and planning for every project since few are expected to affect the entire department. Instead, 
they believed the topic of horizontality should be addressed at a lower level. To this point, work 
is currently underway in the Software Architecture and Application Rationalization (SAAR) 
initiative to define TC’s IM/IT requirements. The results from SAAR will eventually be used by 
Digital Services’ Enterprise Architecture group to identify synergies and opportunities to 
leverage existing technologies, in an effort to deliver TC’s IM/IT requirements effectively and 
efficiently. 
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Resource Management Committee (RMC) 
 
RMC was created in December 2016 as the senior executive level forum for decision making 
related to financial, human and other resources across all of TC. It is co-chaired by the Associate 
Deputy Minister and the Chief Financial Officer and its members include Assistant Deputy 
Ministers, Regional Directors General, the Chief Audit and Evaluation Executive, Senior 
General Counsel, and Directors General in Corporate Services. It serves as a forum for the 
discussion, integration, management, and decisions related to the investment plan, resource 
management, and Grants and Contribution in order to provide recommendations to TC’s 
Executive Management Committee (TMX). 
 
Under the new PMF, RMC is expected to serve as the approval body (gate) for all IM/IT projects 
to proceed through the different project phases (i.e. initiation, planning, execution etc.). Since 
RMC will approve funding phase-by-phase under the new PMF, each project will now be subject 
to more rigorous due-diligence throughout its life cycle. 
 
All of the executives interviewed agreed that the proposed IM/IT project governance 
responsibilities align with RMC’s existing mandate. No additional comments or suggestions 
were provided. 
 
Other comments on the new PMF 
 
Some executives interviewed expressed concerns based on their limited experiences that the new 
PMF appeared to be adding hurdles to projects instead of facilitating their progress. They felt 
that there is too much governance focusing on planning and oversight instead of innovation and 
delivery. They explained that the vigor in planning is a weakness instead of a strength if it stifles 
agility and flexibility in developing solutions. These executives advocated for less red tape when 
moving projects through the gating process. 
 
The same executives were also concerned about TC’s apparent preference for in-house 
developed applications over commercial off-the-shelf (COTS) products. They felt that 
governance should focus on finding the best way to deliver on TC’s mandate and to stay relevant 
and argued it may be worth paying more for a COTS product that allows immediate use than 
waiting years to develop an in-house solution. 
 
Based on our analysis and findings, project governance committees are generally useful for 
executives. Without effective governance committees in which executives are able to engage in 
project decision making, projects are at risk of having inadequate oversight, not meeting their 
objectives, and of executives not being accountable or engaged in the project. To further promote 
and continue to strengthen the governance committees now in place, the following principle 
should be integrated into IT project governance and project management.  
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Key Principle 1 
An effective IM/IT project governance structure should balance 
accountability and agility with the organization’s culture and maturity in 
project oversight.  

 
Observation 2 –Progress is being made but further improved communication of risks and 
issues9 between IM/IT project teams10 and program executives is needed. 
 
According to statistics from the Standish Group, there were 1.5 decisions to be made for every 
$1,000 in project spending11. This means between 120 to over 20,000 decisions would be made 
during the lifetime of TC’s current projects. Since executives are required to make some of the 
most important decisions, the timing of their involvement has a significant impact on the 
likelihood of the success of projects. Open and constant communication between executives and 
project teams is critical for project success as it enables effective risk and issue management 
throughout a project’s life cycle.  
 
As indicated, Gartner and IA both carried out reviews of Digital Services in 2017; both identified 
weak communication of projects’ progress, risks and issues as a key area for improvement. Prior 
to the arrival of the new CIO, project leads reported feeling pressured from within the IM/IT 
organization to report the status of their respective projects as green (on track) regardless of their 
actual status. This practice was misleading and masked real project issues from program 
executives, thus reducing their ability to oversee IT projects and make effective decisions. 
 
In response to these findings, the CIO stressed the importance of “speaking truth to power” to 
Digital Services staff and encouraged them to accurately report project status and risks in their 
project dashboards. Since then, more projects have been reporting yellow (need attention) or red 
(at risk) instead of green as their statuses, indicating to program executives potential risks/ issues 
that may have a significant impact on timely delivery of their projects. Most executives 
interviewed confirmed that project teams are now more open to discussing issues.  
 
To assess the extent that communication has improved and to provide a baseline for measuring 
future progress, we asked executives to rate their level of agreement with the following two 
statements: 
 

• “I have fostered a culture of transparency with the project team.”; and 
• “Issues / Risks raised to my attention at the committees are at the right level and time.” 

                                                 
9 Risks/Issues are anything that may have a significant impact on timely delivery of projects.  The most common 
ones are relate to project complexity, scope, and variance in cost and timeframe. 
10 In this report, the term “project team” refers to working level staff from both Digital Services and a program who 
work in the same project. 
11 Standish Group’s CHAOS Research Project is widely considered the authority on the study of IT project success 
rate.  This figure is from CHAOS Manifesto 2012 - The year of the Executive Sponsor. 

https://cs.calvin.edu/courses/cs/262/kvlinden/resources/CHAOSManifesto2012.pdf
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The following are the responses to these two statements: 
 

 
Figure 3 – Survey Statement 2 

 
Alternate text in paragraph form: the figure displays a pie chart. The pie chart illustrates that 
the majority of the program executives agree with the statement “I have fostered a culture of 
transparency with project team”. The breakdown of the results are as follows: 40% strongly 
agree, 40% agree, 10% are neutral, and 10% deemed not applicable. 

 

 
Figure 4 – Survey Statement 3 
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Alternate text in paragraph form: the figure displays a pie chart. The pie chart illustrates that 
half of the program executives agree with the statement “Issues/ Risks raised to my attention at 
the committees are at the right level and time”. The breakdown of the results are as follows: 10% 
strongly agree, 40% agree, 20% disagree and 30% are neutral. 
 
While 80% of the executives believe they have fostered a culture of transparency with the project 
team, only half of them are satisfied with how risks and issues are communicated to them. The 
discrepancy between the two responses in figures 3 and 4 indicates that there are still 
communication gaps between executives and project teams.  
 
Executives explained that, as the reporting culture was being re-established, project officials 
sometimes struggled with balancing the type, granularity and timing of project information 
escalated up the hierarchy. In one example, executives were surprised to only be made aware at 
an EOC meeting that the roll-out of a high-profile application needed to be delayed due to 
official language requirements. The opposite was also true where EOCs were used to address 
issues that executives expected to be dealt with at a lower level (e.g. aspects related to the 
appearance of user interface). There is currently no guidance or tools available within TC to help 
project teams determine when and how to escalate risks or issues that might be relevant for 
executives involved in the governance of IT projects. There are no risk tolerance definitions or 
thresholds to help guide when to escalate risks or issues to a higher level. 
 
Improved communication of risks and issues between IM/IT project teams and executives is 
needed based on the results from the survey and interviews held with executives. The following 
principle should continue to be integrated into IT project governance and project management.  
 

 Key Principle 2: 
Projects are more likely to succeed with open communication on risks 
and issues and with decisions enabled at the lowest level possible. 
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Observation 3 – Current project performance indicators are not very useful for decision 
making. 
 

 
Figure 5 – Survey Statement 4 

 
Alternate text in paragraph form: the figure displays a pie chart. The pie chart illustrates that 
only 20% of the program executives agree with the statement “The current project performance 
indicators help me exercise my decision making/ project oversight responsibilities”(10% strongly 
agree and 10% agree), and the majority of program executives either disagree (20%) or are 
neutral (40%) and 20% are deemed not applicable. 
 
Project performance indicators are crucial for timely decision making. Currently, Digital 
Services uses a standardized dashboard to track and report project status. This dashboard 
includes information categories such as project health, schedule, risks, issues, financial summary, 
and results. However, as seen in Figure 5, executives surveyed were neutral or did not generally 
find that the project performance information they received helped them with their project 
decision making or oversight responsibilities.  
 
As part of our survey, we asked program executives to identify the types of performance 
indicators that would be the most relevant to them. The following are examples of the highest-
ranking indicator types: 
 

• Output related – positive response from end-users on work completed / functionalities 
developed to date 

• Scope related – functionalities defined/developed 
• Timeframe related – planned vs actual completion dates of project activities 
• Risk/Issue related – number of risks/issues identified and/or resolved 
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When asked for their feedback program executives expressed a preference for the performance 
indicators listed above because these indicators relate directly to a program executive’s ability to 
deliver on the mandates of their programs. Many of them felt that, while the existing 
performance indicators are important, they are the responsibility of project officials at lower 
levels. Program executives rely on these project officials to manage the day-to-day performance 
details and expect to only be called upon when their authority is needed to resolve specific 
issues. 
 
Several executives noted that financial indicators are not included in the top-ranking indicator 
types12. These executives found it odd that financial indicators were not ranked higher amongst 
their peers and suspected that the situation may be the result of the way that projects were 
funded. Under TC’s current investment planning methodology, there is a general view that once 
an IM/IT project receives its funding, it continues to receive funding every year without 
exception. One executive suspected that the situation would be different (see Figure 6 below) if 
return on investment (ROI) was considered in TC’s annual funding approval process. However, 
ROI is currently only considered in the project planning and approval process and is not 
calculated afterwards to help executives determine whether a project continues to justify its cost. 
 

 
Figure 6 – Survey Statement 5 

 
Alternate text in paragraph form: the figure displays a pie chart. The pie chart illustrates that 
majority of the program executives agree with the statement “I will stop / recommend stopping 
the project when I feel it is no longer viable”. The breakdown of the results are that 40% strongly 
agree, 50% agree and 10% are deemed not applicable.  
 
One of the executives interviewed also pointed out the complexity of having risk/issue as a type 
of project performance indicator. While important, risk/issue as a category encompasses 
                                                 
12 Examples of financial related indicators IA provided in the survey are “planned vs. actual cost to date” and “return 
on investment to date”. 
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considerations from most other categories. It is therefore important to provide a structure to 
specify what types of risks and issues project teams should consider and establish thresholds for 
when to escalate them to senior executives. There are currently no guidelines available on risk 
and issue escalation, and it is up to individual project officials to apply their own judgement. 
 
A final consideration related to performance indicators is that executives’ information needs may 
change depending on the project’s phase. Our analysis showed that executives whose projects 
were in the execution phase appeared to have a narrower focus in terms of performance 
indicators than those with projects in the planning and design phase. Output and timeframe 
became even more important for executives with projects in later rather than earlier stages. 
 
Based on our analysis and findings, project performance indicators are not always useful in 
decision making. The following principle should be integrated into IT project governance and 
project management. 

Key principle 3: 

Relevant and timely performance information is an important factor for 
improving or maintaining executives’ level of engagement.  

 
Observation 4 – Program Executives’ sense of accountability is tied to the extent of their 
control over key project resources. 
 

 
Figure 7 – Survey Statement 6 
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Alternate text in paragraph form: the figure displays a pie chart. The pie chart illustrates that 
the program executives express a wide range of responses to the statement “My program is fully 
accountable for ensuring the project achieves its business objectives”. Less than half of them 
agree (10% strongly agree and 30% agree), while the remaining 60% are divided (20% disagree, 
20% neutral, 10% not applicable and 10% no response). 
 
Of the six statements assessed in the survey, program executives expressed the most diverse 
responses to the statement “My program is fully accountable for ensuring the project achieves its 
business objectives.” When asked to comment on the results, almost all program executives 
confirmed that they should be accountable. However, some of them did not feel they could 
exercise their accountability for one of two reasons: 1) the lack of relevant and timely 
information for decision making, and 2) misalignment of control over decisions related to key 
project resources. 
 
Since the topic of relevant and timely information was already covered in the previous two 
observations, this section focuses on the issue related to the perceived misalignment of control. 
 
Control over key project resources 
 
As one executive stated, most IM/IT projects are in fact business transformation projects. This 
means that change management is also happening with other program aspects, notably with 
program staff, in order to achieve the desired results. However, while programs are in full control 
of most of their programs and have key resources necessary for transforming business processes, 
they share control for IM/IT projects with Digital Services.  
 
For instance, Business Analysts and Project Managers are key resources because they ensure the 
approach of the IM/IT project is consistent with a program’s overall change management 
strategy and that the project meets the program’s needs in terms of scope and timeline. However, 
Digital Services is currently in charge of acquiring and assigning these resources to IM/IT 
projects. Many executives see this arrangement as an issue because it reduces a program’s ability 
to properly manage these resources. It also creates uncertainty and disruptions because Digital 
Services sometimes reassigns high performing resources to “at-risk” projects. 
 
Digital Services is also responsible for managing the capital budget for most IM/IT projects. 
Although programs are responsible for monitoring and challenging a project’s financial status, 
program executives are somewhat removed from the project’s day-to-day decision making. They 
do not feel that they can be held fully accountable for the progress of IM/IT projects. 
 
One of the five programs reviewed uses an alternative structure to manage their IM/IT projects. 
This program is in full control of decisions related to key project resources (such as Business 
Analysts and IT Project Managers). In addition, it has business managers who are dedicated 
almost full time to IM/IT and are responsible for monitoring and reporting project status to the 
EOC. While still relying on Digital Services to provide technical guidance such as project 
management templates and cyber security requirements, executives from this program feel a 
higher level of accountability for their projects compared to those under the standard structure. 
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Based on the survey results and interviews, executives’ sense of accountability for their 
respective projects was not always apparent. While the alternative accountability structure is 
showing some early successes, a one-size-fits-all approach to project governance might not be 
ideal at this time based on different programs’ project management capabilities. Therefore, it is 
important to monitor the performance of each IM/IT project governance structure and make 
iterative improvements to bring about higher level of engagement and project management 
capability to TC as a whole.  

Key Principle 4: 

An appropriate accountability structure is necessary to ensure a 
high level of engagement from programs. 
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3. CONCLUSION 
 

IM/IT is one of the most immediate and important means that governments rely on to provide 
high quality services to their citizens. Given a recent high-profile IT project failure in the federal 
public service, program executives across the federal government should expect intense scrutiny 
on their IM/IT projects. To respond to these expectations from stakeholders, TC should monitor 
the performance of its IM/IT project governance structure and continue to make improvements 
based on the following key principles: 

• An effective IM/IT project governance structure should balance accountability and agility 
with an organization’s culture and maturity in project oversight.  

• Projects are more likely to succeed with open communication on risks and issues and 
with decision making enabled at the lowest level possible. 

• Relevant and timely performance information is an important factor for improving or 
maintaining executives’ level of engagement. 

• An appropriate accountability structure is necessary to ensure a high level of engagement 
from programs. 

It is important to note that the Department as part of its “Transformation Initiative” 13 recognizes 
the importance of project management and the need to strengthen project management practices 
throughout TC. The Transformation Initiative cites a number of principles which are consistent 
with the ones we have proposed to specifically focus on improving the likelihood of success for 
new and existing IT projects.  

Ultimately, the effectiveness of IM/IT project governance will depend on the level of its 
participants’ engagement. We believe that, by incorporating the key principles, described in our 
report into the governance structure and PMF, program executives will be supported to become 
more engaged in IT project governance. This will in turn create a more positive project culture in 
TC and help improve its project management capabilities over time.

                                                 
13 For example, TC’s draft Transformation Charter includes principles such as “service excellence: client-focused, 
modern processes and enhanced service delivery”, “support horizontal collaboration through employees, partners 
and stakeholders involvement”, “integrate project management and change management practices”, and “enable 
continuous improvement and modernization”. These transformation principles are in line with the four key IM/IT 
project governance principles highlighted in this report, which are specific for implementation in TC’s IM/IT 
environment. 
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4. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
As part of on-going efforts to strengthen TC’s IM/IT project governance the ADM of Corporate 
Services should: 
 
1. Address the opportunities and weaknesses identified by the survey and interviews and:  

a) Develop guidance for project executives outlining their expected behaviors and roles and 
responsibilities in leading IM/IT projects.  

b) Develop project performance indicators that are relevant and useful to a program 
executive’s ability to make timely decisions on and have effective oversight over IM/IT 
projects.  

c) Develop a communication plan to manage the perceived misalignment of control over 
decisions related to key project resources in order to keep programs informed of key 
resource allocation (business analysts and project managers) and changes throughout the 
project lifecycle.  

d) Develop guidance and tools to help project teams determine when and how to escalate 
risks or issues relevant for executives involved in the governance of IM/IT projects- to 
include risk tolerance definitions or thresholds to help guide when to escalate risks or 
issues to a higher level.  

2. Use the survey tool to monitor and report on a regular basis the performance of TC’s IM/IT 
project governance structure, gauging the extent to which the key principles are being met 
and specifically using the results to continue to improve the project management framework 
and governance processes.
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5. MANAGEMENT ACTION PLAN 
The following summarizes the audit recommendations and management’s plan to address them. 

OPI: Office of Primary Interest; OSI: Office of Secondary Interest 

 Recommendation Management Action Plan Completion 
Date (for 
each 
action) 

OPI direct 
report for 
each 
specific 
action 

1a Develop guidance for 
project executives 
outlining their expected 
behaviors and roles and 
responsibilities in leading 
IM/IT projects.  

 

Digital Services will 

• create a Responsible/ 
Accountable/ 
Consulted/ Informed 
(RACI) chart for the 
various phases of the 
PMF, providing revised 
roles and 
responsibilities for 
each key project 
resource and 
governance committee, 

• as required, request 
that relevant 
committees’ Terms of 
References are aligned 
to the RACI, 

• reinforce the TBS key 
leadership 
competencies for 
executives in the 
guidance provided with 
the RACI, 

• ensure the PMF Project 
Charter template 
includes executives’  
roles and 
responsibilities related 
to leading IM/IT 
projects, and 

• communicate the 
changes to 
stakeholders. 

March 2019 OPI: Digital 
Services 

OSI: EPMO 
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 Recommendation Management Action Plan Completion 
Date (for 
each 
action) 

OPI direct 
report for 
each 
specific 
action 

1b Develop project 
performance indicators 
that are relevant and 
useful to a program 
executive’s ability to 
make timely decisions on 
and have effective 
oversight over IM/IT 
projects.  

 

Digital Services will 

• establish performance 
indicators that are 
relevant, useful, and 
improve decision 
making related to 
IM/IT projects, 

• integrate these into the 
Project Management 
Framework, and 

• communicate the 
changes to 
stakeholders. 

March 2019 OPI: Digital 
Services 

OSI: EPMO, 
DGHC 

1c Develop a communication 
plan to manage the 
perceived misalignment of 
control over decisions 
related to key project 
resources in order to keep 
programs informed of key 
resource allocation 
(business analysts and 
project managers) and 
changes throughout the 
project lifecycle.  

Digital Services will  

• include roles and 
responsibilities related 
to project resourcing in 
the RACI developed 
for Recommendation 
1a, 

• ensure the PMF Project 
Charter template 
includes roles and 
responsibilities related 
to key project resources 
(e.g. hiring, funding, 
assignment, 
performance 
assessment, and 
replacement) so project 
stakeholders clearly 
understand and sign-off 
on their level of control 
over key resource 
decisions, 

• ensure that along with 
performance indicators 

March 2019 OPI: Digital 
Services, 
DGHC 

OSI: EPMO 
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 Recommendation Management Action Plan Completion 
Date (for 
each 
action) 

OPI direct 
report for 
each 
specific 
action 

established for 
Recommendation 1b, 
key resource 
allocations/changes are 
highlighted to 
executives, 

• ensure instructions for 
completing IM/IT 
project dashboards 
include the need to 
identify resource 
allocation risks/issues 
so that decisions 
related to key project 
resources (business 
analysts and project 
managers) are 
documented and 
discussed as required, 
and 

• communicate the 
changes to 
stakeholders. 
 

1d Develop guidance and 
tools to help project teams 
determine when and how 
to escalate risks or issues 
relevant for executives 
involved in the 
governance of IM/IT 
projects-to include risk 
tolerance definitions or 
thresholds to help guide 
when to escalate risks or 
issues to a higher level.  

 

Digital Services will 
 

• develop a risks and 
issues escalation 
process and risk 
tolerance 
definitions/thresholds 
to help project teams 
determine when and 
how to escalate risk or 
issues relevant for 
executives involved in 
the governance of 
IM/IT projects, 

• integrate these into the 

March 2019 OPI: Digital 
Services 

OSI: EPMO 
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 Recommendation Management Action Plan Completion 
Date (for 
each 
action) 

OPI direct 
report for 
each 
specific 
action 

Project Management 
Framework, and 

• communicate the 
changes to 
Stakeholders. 

 

2 Use the survey tool to 
monitor and report on a 
regular basis the 
performance of TC’s 
IM/IT project governance 
structure, gauging the 
extent to which the key 
principles are being met 
and specifically using the 
results to continue to 
improve the project 
management framework 
and governance processes. 

The first survey was 
completed in the Spring of 
2018. The next survey will 
take place in May of 2019. 

May 2019 OPI: Digital 
Services 

OSI: EPMO 
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Appendix A: Comparison of TBS Independent Review Topics 
with Studies on Project Success Factors 
 
The following seven topics from TBS’ independent review methodology are also identified as 
key to project success in other recent studies of IT projects. They were therefore the priority for 
IA’s assessment. 
 

TBS Independent Review 
Topics 

CHAOS factors of success14 Phoenix - Goss Gilroy 
study15 

1. Business Proposition 
 
 

X – optimization; clear vision 
and business objectives; 
realistic expectations 

X – business case and outcome 
management 

2. Sponsorship, leadership and 
governance 
 
 

X – executive sponsorship; 
ownership 

X – governance and oversight; 
change management 

3. Concept and approach  X – initiative definition 

4. Organizational readiness 
and capacity16 
 

 X – capacity management 

6. Project structure and 
mechanics  
 
 

X – modest execution; smaller 
project milestones; proper 
planning; project management 
expertise 

X – initiative and project 
management 

7. Business requirements  
 
 

X – standard architecture; user 
involvement; clear statement 
of requirements 

 

10. Human factors X – emotional maturity; skilled 
resources; agile process; hard-
working, focused staff 

 

                                                 
14 Standish Group’s CHAOS Research Project is widely considered the authority on the study of IT project success 
rate. The success factors listed in the table are from Standish’s 2014 and 2015 CHAOS reports. 
15 Lessons Learned from the Transformation of Pay Administration Initiative 
16 Topic 4 – Organizational readiness and capacity is partially assessed in Phase 2 – Governance Review. 

https://www.projectsmart.co.uk/white-papers/chaos-report.pdf
https://www.infoq.com/articles/standish-chaos-2015
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/corporate/reports/lessons-learned-transformation-pay-administration-initiative.html
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Appendix B: Key issues per TBS Independent Review Topics for 
Phase 1 
The five projects assessed in Phase 1 were: Continuing Airworthiness Web Information System 
(CAWIS), Multimodal Personnel Document Issuance System (MPDIS), Navigable Waters Database 
System (NWDS), Pleasure Craft Operator Database System Rejuvenation (PCOCDS), and Transportation 
of Dangerous Goods (TDG) Core. The below issues apply to all projects unless otherwise specified. 
 
Topic 1 – Business proposition  

• Projects did not receive the executive direction and attention they needed to succeed 
• Project sponsors, stakeholders and project management did not share a common vision of the project 
• Poor governance, planning and decision making: impossible to deliver upon agreed to scope. 

 
Topic 2 – Sponsorship, leadership, and governance  

• Level of engagement from business (Perception of IM/IT being fully accountable) 
• Governance committees and decision-making bodies not effective 
• Lack of sponsorship resulted in IM/IT “driving” the project (MPDIS, NWDS) 
• Some projects received low visibility and did not benefit from the same level of project oversight (CAWIS, 

PCOCDS) 
• Project dashboards circulated at governance meetings do not reflect reality. Updates to dashboards are not 

data driven 
 
Topic 3 – Concept and approach 

• Rigor and quality of options analysis is not in place 
 
Topic 5 – Risk Management 

• Risk and mitigation plans were identified but were not escalated beyond the director because the project 
was considered a low priority by all (PCOCDS) 

• In some cases, program and project risks were not effectively managed, and scope spiraled out of control 
(NWDS, MPDIS) 

• Communication of risks between IM/IT and business was not consistently performed 
 
Topic 6 – Project structure and mechanic 

• Project documents are not living documents 
• Quality, continuity and availability of PM, BA and developers 
• Heavy reliance on contracted resources for key project positions such as project managers, developers and 

business analyst  
• Quality control of code  

 
Topic 7 – Business requirements 

• Clarity of project deliverables in relation to business outcomes 
• Lack of defined business requirements  
• Not a clear understanding of business requirements between business and IM/IT (TDG CORE) 
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Appendix C: References on the Importance of Project Sponsor 
Engagement and Executive Sponsor Behaviors in Relations to 
Project Success 
 

Government of Canada 
• Business Owner as Project Sponsor Best Practices, July 2017 
• Why IT Projects Fail?, DPI, April 2018 
• Message from the Auditor General of Canada, 2018 Spring Reports of the Auditor 

General of Canada to the Parliament of Canada, May 2018 
 

Project Management Institute 
• Project success and executive sponsor behavior, PMI 2014 
• Exploring the role of the project sponsor, PMI 2006 
• Top 10 attributes of a great project sponsor, PMI 2005 

 
 

The Standish Group 
• CHAOS Manifesto 2012, The Year of the Executive Sponsor 

 
 

Harvard Business Review 
• How to be an effective executive sponsor, May 18, 2015 

 
Canadian Government Executive 
• How an executive sponsor contributes to project management, December 4, 2014 

https://www.slideshare.net/GinaSmith10/business-owner-as-project-sponsor-best-practices-77518650
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XF8IMGhNYTc
https://www.pmi.org/learning/library/executive-sponsor-behaviors-life-cycle-2277
https://www.pmi.org/learning/library/exploring-role-executive-project-sponsor-8107
https://www.pmi.org/learning/library/top-ten-attributes-great-project-sponsor-7422
https://cs.calvin.edu/courses/cs/262/kvlinden/resources/CHAOSManifesto2012.pdf
https://hbr.org/2015/05/how-to-be-an-effective-executive-sponsor
https://canadiangovernmentexecutive.ca/how-an-executive-sponsor-contributes-to-project-management/
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Appendix D: IM/IT Project Governance at Transport Canada 

TMX Chaired by Deputy Minister

Resource Management Committee

DG Horizontal Committee

Executive Oversight Committees

Project Review Committee

Architecture Review Board

Project Oversight Secretariat

TBS’ Enterprise Architecture Review
Board (EARB)
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