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The Importance of Governance with Incremental Modernization
gile, modular, iterative, scrum,
incremental—these are the
development methodologies currently
being used throughout our industry
as they relate to health and human
services system modernization. There
is much debate about this “new” way
of thinking about modernization
(including whether or not it is actually
new at all), particularly whether it is
here to stay or is just the latest fad.
If planned for and executed properly,
incremental approaches to modernization can reduce project risk and
provide a more adaptable approach to
modernization that can respond to new
regulatory mandates or advancements
in technology. In August, KPMG LLP
issued a white paper, Life After the Big
Bang: Exploring Modular, Agile Paths
Toward Health and Human Services
Modernization,1 which discussed this
trend and demonstrated how it was
being adopted by a variety of jurisdictions. And then, in the August issue of
Policy & Practice, I authored an article,
“Planning for an Incremental Approach
to Modernization,” which articulated
a four-step process for establishing a
proper foundation for an incremental
approach.
That article refers to “executive
sponsor(s)” in several places. It is
worthwhile to dig a little deeper into
the importance that executive sponsorship plays within the governance of
incremental approaches. In fact, executive sponsors play a critical role and
are vital to the success of the program;
this is true, in particular, for integrated
programs. Without good governance,
many well-intended initiatives have
failed as a result of unclear mandates, a
lack of decision-making, and disagreements among stakeholders.
Therefore, the question is: What
does good governance look like?
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Based on my experience, there are five
critical elements to good governance.
Each is summarized below:
1. Establishment of a clear project
charter—Often, project charters are
glossed over as consultant speak and
not important to the core of a program.
It is true that a weak project charter
is probably not worth the paper it is
printed on. A strong project charter,
however, establishes a clear vision
and a set of guiding principles. These
elements are important foundation
blocks for making sure all participants
have a shared understanding of the
program goals. An effective project
charter also clearly identifies the project
participants, including the establishment of executive sponsorship and a
clear description of the role that executive sponsor(s) will play on an ongoing
basis. Once a project charter is finalized,

it is often a good practice to have each
executive sponsor (not a delegate!)
within the broader program physically
sign the document as an indication
to the team of buy-in, support, and
personal commitment to the initiative.
2. Active participation by senior
executives—The role of the executive sponsor cannot be merely that
of a figure head. We recommend that
agency commissioners, secretaries, or
equivalents all actively participate in
the governance process. For a program
within a singular agency, the commissioner or secretary may be the chair
of the executive steering committee
(ESC), which may comprise division
directors or heads. In multiagency
initiatives, the commissioners or secretaries of the participating agencies
See Governance on page 33
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should sit on the ESC with a more
senior government official (typically
representing the governor or mayor)
chairing the committee. Regardless of
the composition, active participation
is critical. We have observed clients
adopting effective protocols that do not
permit proxies; the senior executives
must participate in person, or their
agencies or divisions lose their voice
in the governance process. Executive
committees that adopt this governance
policy have been some of the most
effective that I have seen.
3. Clear decision-making protocols—As part of active participation,
it is important to clearly identify
what decisions executive sponsor(s)
will participate in. It will not be
efficient or effective to have senior
executives participating in day-to-day
decision-making. However, they must
participate in strategic decision-making
to ensure continuous buy-in and
guidance for the initiative. Decisions
that may alter the project charter
or resolve disagreements among

stakeholders are examples of strategic
decisions. The charter should clearly
identify decisions that will be escalated
for executive review and decision.
4. Effective reporting—It is vital
that, within the governance process,
senior executives be provided the right
amount of information in an easily
consumable format. Detailed reports
and reams of paper are generally not
effective, as senior executives do not
have time to read and digest voluminous information. At the same time,
they must be given sufficient detail so
that they can adequately assess project
progress against timeline, quality, and
budget targets. Dashboards that summarize information about these three
project dimensions, along with key risks
and issues, can be particularly effective
and support robust decision-making.
5. Proactive risk management and
issue resolution—Finally, too often,
project delivery teams do not adequately escalate risks and issues within
the governance process to the view of
executive sponsors. It is not necessary

or effective for executive sponsors to
review every risk and issue; however,
those with a high potential or actual
criticality must be communicated
early. Often, the executive sponsors are
the ones in the best position to assess
the potential impact, make decisions
on trade-offs, or commit the necessary
resources to mitigate a risk or issue.
The bottom line is that when planning
for an incremental approach to modernization, particularly one that will be
integrated across programs, establishing
good governance and the active participation of executive sponsors is critical to
success. Without it, success will become
much less likely, and stakeholders may
be left scratching their heads, wondering what happened.
Reference Note
1. See http://www.kpmg-institutes.com/
content/dam/kpmg/governmentinstitute/
pdf/2016/hhs-agile-modernization.pdf
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