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Innovation and Advanced Education—
IT Governance, Strategic Planning and 
Project Management at Athabasca 
University Follow-up 
 
 

SUMMARY 
In 20101 we reported the results of our audit of Athabasca University’s information technology 
governance, strategic planning and project management systems that support business and technology 
objectives. We recommended that the university: 
• improve governance of information technology 
• improve IT portfolio and project management processes 
• formalize IT project performance monitoring and reporting 
• resolve inefficiencies in financial, human resources and payroll systems 
 
Our follow-up audit confirmed the university implemented these four recommendations. 
 
Overall conclusion 
The university has effective IT governance policies, processes, standards and project management 
systems. Management is able to demonstrate that it is implementing its IT strategic plans cost 
effectively, and that they are achieving expected results and benefits. 
 
What we found 
The university has implemented our recommendations by: 
• developing and implementing an IT governance framework that outlines the oversight processes for 

IT strategic planning and project implementation, and an integrated IT delivery plan that sets out its 
planned IT initiatives and projects 

• strengthening portfolio and project management standards and ensuring all IT projects consistently 
follow the standards 

• completing plans to implement the financial and HR/payroll modules of its new integrated 
administration system, for improved efficiencies 

 
These changes improved the university’s processes and systems to achieve its business and technology 
objectives. The university now has a corporate view of strategic IT priorities, and the necessary tools and 
techniques to manage its resources appropriately. 
 
  

                                                 
1  Report of the Auditor General of Alberta—October 2010, pages 19-28. 
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Why this is important to Albertans 
Athabasca University depends on technology to deliver its student programs and services. IT projects 
require the university’s governance and project management processes to provide clear oversight and 
accountability for results. Without clear and efficient governance and project management processes, 
IT projects can overwhelm the university’s resources and may not meet its needs, or be delivered cost 
effectively and on time. 
 
 

AUDIT OBJECTIVE AND SCOPE 
Our audit objective was to determine if the university implemented our four October 2010 
recommendations. To perform the audit, we: 
• interviewed management and staff to learn what actions they took in response to the 

recommendations 
• examined the university’s systems, processes and policies for IT governance, strategic planning and 

project management 
• tested whether policies and processes are clearly documented and communicated to relevant staff, 

roles and responsibilities are clearly defined, and information technology systems are efficient and 
effective 

 
We conducted our field work from June 10, 2015 to August 5, 2015. We substantially completed our 
audit on August 17, 2015. Our audit was conducted in accordance with the Auditor General Act and the 
standards for assurance engagements set out in the CPA Canada Handbook—Assurance. 
 

BACKGROUND 
The university offers over 850 courses in more than 55 undergraduate and graduate programs in arts, 
science and professional disciplines. It serves over 40,000 students from across Canada and around the 
world. The university relies on a large number of IT applications and systems to provide programs and 
services to students and employees. It also uses several key administration systems for the operations 
of the university. Its heavy reliance on IT to deliver programs and services to students underscores how 
critical effective IT governance2 and project management3 is for the university. Organizations prepare 
business plans with better clarity on resource requirements when effective IT governance, strategic 
planning and project management practices are applied. 
 

  

                                                 
2  Governance includes the processes and responsibilities for management and oversight of all projects. These processes include 

strategic planning, prioritization and approval of IT projects.  
3   Project management is the application of knowledge, skills and techniques to meet a project’s objectives and requirements. It 

includes project initiation, planning and execution. 
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Improve governance of information technology—implemented 
Background 

In 20104 we recommended that Athabasca University continue to improve its IT governance by:  
• developing an integrated IT delivery plan that aligns with the university's IT strategic plan 
• requiring business cases for IT projects that include key project information such as objectives, cost 

benefit assessments, risks and resource requirements to support the steering committees' and 
executive committee's decisions and ongoing project oversight 

• improving the coordination and communication between the IT steering committees in reviewing, 
approving and overseeing projects 

 
We found the university did not have an integrated IT delivery plan, and its IT strategic plan was not 
current. There were conflicting plans and missing information in project libraries and IT governance files 
to determine the status of current projects. The university’s IT steering committees and executive 
committee lacked key and relevant planning information to make informed decisions. 
 
Our audit findings 

In 2015 the university implemented an integrated IT delivery plan and project roadmap that sets out its 
planned IT initiatives and projects. The delivery plan includes required budget and resources, the critical 
sequence in which to undertake projects, and the interdependencies of projects to ensure projects are 
adequately resourced and that the right skills are available. The IT strategic plan identifies how the 
university will use technology to achieve its business objectives and goals. 
 
The university implemented a new IT governance framework, called the information and communication 
technology investment governance framework, in 2014 to support IT strategic planning and project 
implementation. The governance framework outlines processes such as project proposal submission 
and evaluation of required costs (both capital and ongoing), and the university’s capacity and expertise 
required to deliver new projects. The university established a new ICT investment governance committee 
to provide oversight of all IT projects. This committee is chaired by the chief information officer with 
other business leaders represented. 
 
The new governance framework defines the process for project implementation, including the 
preparation of business cases, project lifecycle approach and project management processes. 
Consistent and regular project status reporting by project teams to the ICT investment governance 
committee is required for progress, dependencies and issues for all IT projects. The university’s 
executive group and audit committee receive status reports on a regular basis. The new governance 
committee provides oversight to the project steering committees, ensuring the sharing and regular 
reporting of project status and decisions. 
 
We tested the oversight and planning processes for the administrative system renewal project and the 
email replacement project—they were adequate. 
 
  

                                                 
4  Report of the Auditor General of Alberta—October 2010, page 21. 
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Improve portfolio and project management processes—implemented 
Background 

In 20105 we recommended that Athabasca university continue to improve its portfolio management and 
project management processes for IT projects by: 
• setting project management and architectural standards, processes and methodologies, and 

providing related training to project managers 
• clarifying and communicating the mandate and authority of the project management office 
• monitoring and enforcing project managers’ adherence to these standards, processes and 

methodologies 
• tracking and managing project dependencies on scope, risks, budgets and resource requirements 
 
The university developed initial project management processes, tools and templates but lacked detailed 
standards. Individual project managers applied discretion on many aspects of project management. The 
university did not provide sufficient training on its processes and tools to project managers—mostly 
contracted staff—and did not consistently manage projects. The university did not have the standards 
for software development and infrastructure architecture required to support its new IT projects. 
 
Our audit findings 

The university implemented a project management handbook based on the Project Management Body 
of Knowledge (PMBOK®)6 framework. Project managers and teams now consistently use the handbook, 
which includes processes, tools and templates as a standard for project management and systems 
development. Management has developed architectural standards for its computing infrastructure. 
 
The university’s ICT investment governance framework requires that all IT investments be formulated 
into projects, which are planned for, executed, measured and reported on by its project managers, and 
delivered using the new project management handbook. Project reporting now includes details on 
scope, risks, budget and resource needs, and potential conflicts. Management now uses project status 
reports to keep the IT delivery plans up-to-date. 
 
The project manager handbook also includes processes and standards to support the various systems 
development approaches. The chief information officer and the director of project management (as part 
of a project management office role) are responsible for monitoring all IT projects, to ensure project 
managers follow the new framework and handbook standards as defined in the governance framework. 
 
The university improved its portfolio and project management processes by taking the following steps: 
• The new ICT investment governance framework and committee provide the mandate and oversight 

to ensure there is a consistent project management practice, using guiding principles, rules and 
procedures. 

• The university requires all project managers to be certified Project Management Professionals 
(PMP).7 PMPs are well trained on the processes and tools of the PMBOK® framework. 

 
We tested the IT governance framework and found it to operate adequately. 
 
  

                                                 
5  Report of the Auditor General of Alberta—October 2010, page 24. 
6   PMBOK® is an industry standard framework on project management controls published by the Project Management Institute 

(PMI). 
7   PMP is project management professional certification by the Project Management Institute (PMI).  
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Formalize IT project performance monitoring and reporting—implemented 
Background 

In 20108 we recommended that Athabasca University formalize and improve its monitoring and oversight 
of information technology projects by: 
• improving its systems to quantify and record internal project costs 
• providing relevant and sufficient project status information to the IT steering and executive 

committees, and summarized project information to the audit committee 
• completing post-implementation reviews on projects to verify that expected benefits were met and 

identify possible improvements to IT governance, strategic planning and project management 
processes 

 
We found the university tracks external project costs for contractors, purchased software, consulting 
services and some computing equipment. However, the university did not have the processes, 
standards or time tracking systems to estimate, or quantify and record time and costs for internal IT, 
administration and academic staff assigned to IT projects. The university’s governance body did not 
receive reports of the true cost of IT projects. Post-implementation reviews9 were not performed to 
assess benefits achieved against objectives. 
 
Our audit findings 

In 2015 the university implemented a detailed project financial information process to capture, and 
accurately track and report project costs to the university’s governance bodies. The university 
appropriately allocates staff salary costs to projects based on time tracked and recorded on staff daily 
timesheets. 
 
The university formalized its project status reporting processes to include a dashboard and key 
performance metrics on project schedule, scope, issues and financials. Project teams provide regular 
reporting to respective steering, ICT investment governance and audit committees and the executive 
group. We tested a sample of project status reports and found them to be adequate. 
 
The university performed a post-implementation review of its administrative renewal project, financial 
and HR/payroll modules to assess accomplishments to planned outcomes and objectives/benefits, 
including lessons learned. We examined the review documents and found them adequate. 
 
Resolve inefficiencies in financial, HR and payroll systems—implemented 
Background 

In 201010 we recommended that Athabasca University complete its plans to resolve inefficiencies in its 
financial, human resources and payroll systems. 
 
The university’s plans to resolve the inefficiencies in its administration systems was incomplete. A 
business case was prepared and a project was recommended to upgrade its current system. However, 
this was not prominent in its strategic plans and decisions were not made to move forward. Operational 
problems caused a duplication of efforts. Data entry occurred within multiple systems due to the lack of 
integrated systems. 
 
  

                                                 
8  Report of the Auditor General of Alberta—October 2010, page 25. 
9  The post-implementation review is performed as part of project close activities to evaluate if stated objectives and the expected 

benefits have been achieved. This also includes lessons learned to benefit future projects.  
10  Report of the Auditor General of Alberta—October 2010, page 27. 
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Our audit findings 

The university implemented phase 1 – finance module and phase 2 – HR and payroll modules of its 
administrative systems renewal project in 2014–15. Phase 3 – student module is currently in progress 
and planned for full implementation in 2016. 
 
We examined project post-implementation documents to confirm that planned benefits with data 
integration and duplicate data entry issues, related to the replaced systems, were resolved with 
phases 1 and 2. 
 
We will test the student module phase of this project, once it is fully implemented, as part of our annual 
financial statement audit. 
 




