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Lessons learned: Resetting 
major programmes
Jemma Dunne
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Role of the NAO 

We are the UK’s independent 
public spending watchdog.

We support Parliament in holding 
government to account and help 
improve public services through 
our high-quality audits.



© Copyright 2022 National Audit Office3

Collating our knowledge on major programmes
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What do we mean by 
resetting?

“a fundamental or substantial change 
to what a programme will achieve, or 
how it is delivered, that cannot be 
managed through routine change 
control procedures.”

Our latest insights piece
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An overview of our report

Assess the need for a reset as soon as possible
To increase the likelihood of a programme reset working…

Identify as soon as possible when a reset is needed, or is being undertaken without being identified

Assess whether a reset is the right thing to do

Develop a shared understanding of how a reset will be done
Have a clear and shared 

appreciation of what the reset 
needs to achieve

Ensure the right culture and 
behaviours exist within and 

beyond the reset

Explicitly consider suppliers 
and delivery partners

Put in place the necessary processes and skills 

Allow enough time and space
Be clear on the governance 
and processes needed to 

support the reset

Identify and recruit the specific 
skills required
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Having defined
checkpoints throughout 
a programme to assess 
whether a reset is 
needed.

Assess the need for a reset as soon as possible

Monitoring specific 
milestones which, if 
missed, could indicate 
that a programme will 
need to be reset. 

Having an open and 
honest team culture to 
highlight risks and 
issues early. 

Identify as soon as possible when a reset is needed, or is being 
undertaken without being identified
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Assess the need for a reset as soon as possible

Assess whether a reset is the right 
thing to do
Consider a range of options. Think 
about:
• Changes in the wider environment
• How a reset will affect the envisaged 

outcomes
• Whether the programme should be 

stopped rather than reset 
• The priorities and risks across the 

government body’s wider portfolio
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Internal challenges

Develop a shared understanding of how a reset 
will be done

External challenges

Poorly set-up 
programmes

Disagreements 
with key 
stakeholders or 
contractors

Poor senior 
leadership, or a 
high turnover of 
senior leaders

Financial pressures, political 
changes, technology 
developments or external 
events such as the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Have a clear and shared appreciation of what the reset needs to achieve
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Develop a shared understanding of how a reset 
will be done
Ensure the right culture and behaviours exist within and beyond the 
reset

Questions to ask
• What have you done to avoid a ‘good news’ 

culture?
• Are there ways for the programme team to 

raise issues and to invite constructive 
challenge?

• Have you put in place a structure to support 
the programme team’s wellbeing?
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Develop a shared understanding of how a reset 
will be done
Explicitly consider suppliers and delivery partners

• Consider what existing arrangements with delivery 
partners mean for how to undertake a reset and 
what it could achieve. 

• Work with suppliers and delivery partners to 
establish an effective relationship for the reset and 
beyond. 
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Put in place the necessary processes and skills

Allow enough time and space
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Put in place the necessary processes and skills

Be clear on the governance and processes needed to support the reset

Amending governance and oversight arrangements can bring together 
the right people and information

Assurance reviews can help raise issues to be resolved

A reset can introduce new risks and opportunities
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Put in place the necessary processes and skills

Identify and recruit the specific skills required

Questions to ask
• Do you know what specific skills you need 
for the reset and how easy these are to get?

• Is a dedicated reset team needed?
• Do you have the right leadership team in 

place for the reset?
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High Speed Two: Euston

NAO recommendation
“As part of planning an affordable 
and deliverable station, DfT and 
HS2 Ltd should learn lessons from 
how other projects have 
approached a reset, including 
those we set out in our report on 
resetting major programmes. This 
will include having clear aims for 
the reset and establishing clear 
measures to monitor its success.”
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Key insights

Assess the need for a reset as soon as possible
To increase the likelihood of a programme reset working…

Identify as soon as possible when a reset is needed, or is being undertaken without being identified

Assess whether a reset is the right thing to do

Develop a shared understanding of how a reset will be done
Have a clear and shared 

appreciation of what the reset 
needs to achieve

Ensure the right culture and 
behaviours exist within and 

beyond the reset

Explicitly consider suppliers 
and delivery partners

Put in place the necessary processes and skills 

Allow enough time and space
Be clear on the governance 
and processes needed to 

support the reset

Identify and recruit the specific 
skills required
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Thank you

Jemma Dunne
Senior Audit Manager
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