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Light-Touch Governance That Works for
SMEs

In many small businesses and charities across Ireland, the word "governance" often triggers
a sense of dread. It conjures up images of endless committee meetings, thick binders of
policy documents, and layers of red tape that seem designed to slow everything down. For a
nimble  SME  or  a  busy  non-profit,  there  is  a  legitimate  fear  that  introducing  formal
governance will kill the very agility that makes them successful.

At Project  Compass Advisory,  we often hear from leaders who feel  they have to choose
between  total  informality—where  decisions  happen  over  coffee  and  nothing  is  written
down—and a heavy corporate structure that they simply don't have the staff to manage.
The good news is that this is a false choice. Effective governance is not about the volume of
paperwork;  it  is  about  the quality  of  the decisions you make and the clarity  of  who is
responsible for them. For smaller organisations, "light-touch" governance is often far more
effective because it focuses on what actually helps a project move forward safely.

What Light-Touch Governance Actually Means

In practical terms, governance is the framework that ensures a project stays on track and
delivers what it promised. According to the Project Management Institute (2023), project
governance provides a framework for functions such as decision-making, oversight, and
accountability to ensure projects are aligned with organisational strategy. For an SME or a
charity, light-touch governance means making this framework proportionate to the size and
risk of the project.

As the OECD (2023) notes, effective governance in smaller entities relies on flexibility
and transparency rather than rigid hierarchical structures. It is about being
"consciously informal" rather than "accidental." 

It  is  built  on a few core pillars:  clear roles and responsibilities,  simple decision-making
structures, accountability without bureaucracy, and proportionate oversight. A small office
refurbishment should not require the same governance as a total overhaul of your digital
infrastructure.



Practical Governance Approaches for Small Teams

Implementing effective oversight doesn't require a new department or expensive software.
Most of the best light-touch tools are simple and can be integrated into existing team habits:

1. The 15-Minute Governance Check-in

Instead of a two-hour monthly board meeting, try a 15-minute weekly "stand-up" focused
purely on project health. The goal is to answer three questions: Are we still on track? Are
there new risks? Do we need a decision on anything today? This keeps oversight active
rather than reactive.

2. A Lightweight Decision Log

One of the biggest risks in small teams is "decision amnesia." A simple spreadsheet that
records what was decided, who decided it, and why, provides an audit trail for funders or
boards without requiring formal minutes for every conversation.

3. Basic Risk and Issue Registers

You don't need a complex risk matrix. A simple list of "things that could go wrong" and
"things that have gone wrong" is enough. The World Bank (2022) suggests that even basic
risk  documentation  significantly  improves  project  resilience  by  forcing  teams  to  think
about the "what ifs" before they happen.

4. Simple Reporting Dashboards

Avoid long narrative reports. Use a "Traffic Light" system (Red, Amber, Green). If a project is
Green, you move on. If it is Red, you spend the meeting time discussing how to fix it. This
respects everyone’s time and focuses energy where it is most needed.

How Good Governance Improves Delivery

When the balance is  right,  governance becomes a tailwind.  One of the most immediate
benefits  is  clearer  decisions.  When everyone  knows  who has  the  authority  to  sign  off,
projects  stop  stalling  in  endless  consensus-seeking  loops.  It  also  leads  to  stronger
accountability; when a team knows progress is visible on a simple dashboard, it encourages
a higher standard of delivery.



Furthermore, for Irish charities, light-touch governance is a massive boost to stakeholder
confidence. Donors and grant-making bodies are far more likely to provide funding when
they can see a clear, documented structure for how resources are managed (OECD 2023).
Ultimately, it reduces delivery risk by catching small, unmanaged issues before they spiral
into crises.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

In our consultancy work, we see a few recurring patterns where governance goes wrong.
The most common is informal decision-making with no documentation, which works until
someone leaves the organisation. Conversely, some organisations overcomplicate controls
after a bad experience, introducing forms that the team eventually ignores. Other mistakes
include  unclear  ownership—where  everyone is  responsible,  so  no  one  is—and reactive
governance, which only activates when something has already broken.

MINI CASE STUDY: THE GROWTH-STAGE TECH FIRM

A small software company in Galway was struggling with "project drift." They had
three  new  features  in  development,  but  launch  dates  were  constantly  slipping.
Decisions  were  made  in  Slack  channels  but  often  forgotten.  We  helped  them
implement a light-touch framework: a single-page Project Charter for each feature
and  a  weekly  20-minute  review.  Within  two  months,  they  identified  a  hidden
resource  conflict,  clarified sign-off authority,  and reduced their  time-to-market  by
30%.

Five Practical Governance Habits

Appoint a Sponsor: Ensure one person is ultimately accountable for the
project's success.

The "One-Pager": Start every project with a single page stating the goal,
budget, and top three risks.

RAG Status: Use a Red/Amber/Green system and make it safe for teams to flag
"Red" early.
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Real-time Documentation: Send a quick follow-up email after a decision is
made and save it centrally.

The Weekly Risk Review: Spend five minutes every week looking specifically
at what might go wrong.
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