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Programme Management is co-ordinating a group of related, and interdependent, 

projects that support a common strategic objective. A single large or complex project 

may have the characteristics of a programme and require similar skills. This infoKit is 

aimed at people who already know the basics of Project Management. 
 

www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m  
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Programme Management P3M 

Managing Successful Programmes 
(MSP) is the methodology approved by 
government for public sector 
programmes and was drawn from 
practices used by Government's best 
policy makers and a range of other 
authors whose job was to transform 
policy into desired outcomes and 
benefits. MSP is such a well 
established and common methodology 
that we show the links between the 
JISC infoNet methodology and the 
relevant MSP process throughout this 
infoKit. 

http://www.ogc.gov.uk/guidance_managing_succ
essful_projects.asp 

What Is Programme Management? 

Traditional Project Management approaches tend to look at a project as a discrete entity having its own set of 

resources (the budget and project team) and producing its own set of deliverables that deliver benefit to the 

organisation. In a complex organisation such as a college or university rarely is any project completely self-

contained. Even a relatively simple IT application is likely to require interfaces to other systems and most of our 

activities impact on a diverse range of stakeholder groups. Large organisations such as ours also tend to have 

hundreds of individual projects running at the same time and many find themselves at the mercy of inter-

departmental competition for resources. The principles behind Programme Management will help you to 

manage in this complex environment. 

This infoKit assumes you are familiar with the terms and concepts in 

our Project Management infoKit 

(http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/project-management). Much of 

the material presented here can be regarded as Advanced Project 

Management and may be of interest to people managing single large 

projects or wishing to follow up some of the basic concepts in more 

depth. The JISC infoNet approach references the PRINCE2 Project 

Management methodology and the Office of Government Commerce 

(OGC) methodology for Managing Successful Programmes 

throughout. 

At its simplest Programme Management can be defined as 'A group 

of projects managed together for added benefit' (Turner 1999 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/references). The additional benefits might include: 

 The elimination of risk arising from interfaces between the projects  

 The coherent prioritisation of resources 

 Reduction in management effort 

The projects may be related or non-related, however they will all aim to achieve outputs that will enable the 

programme to progress one or more strategic objectives of the organisation. 

Programme Management is a means of organising a range of projects. Just to make matters confusing you will 

often see Programme Management described as a means of organising a portfolio of projects. JISC infoNet 

uses the term Portfolio Management to describe the next stage up the hierarchy i.e. managing a portfolio of 

programmes. Our 'P3M' (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m) brand describes how projects, programmes and 

portfolios interrelate. 

Programme Management enables resources to be shared across projects, thus reducing the problems faced by 

individual Project Managers and recognises the dependencies that exist between projects. It provides a 

framework for senior management engagement and, with a focus on benefits, can deliver a sum greater than 

the outputs of individual projects. Programme Management relates also to the process of business change - you 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/references


 

www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m Page | 4 

 

Programme Management P3M 

can find further discussion in our Change Management infoKit (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/change-

management). 

Programme Management is normally a top-down approach. A programme should take forward the strategy of 

the organisation. It should be formed around a single strategic objective of the organisation (even though it may 

have benefits for another). Aligning the programme with a single main objective should help to ensure that it is 

possible to identify a single owner - this is considered further under Key Roles. 

As an example, to achieve a strategic objective of offering Value for Money, projects may be started to: 

 implement a new information system to increase efficiency in administration 

 set up a new team to co-ordinate Business and Community Engagement activities 

 build a new library to replace an existing outdated and inadequate library space 

These seemingly unconnected projects can all contribute to the strategic aim of the programme. 

Alternatively when adding a new building to a campus there are likely to be projects that have a clearer 

relationship: 

 clearing the site, which may include some demolition 

 infrastructure (roadways, pathways, services) 

 construction 

 furniture and equipment 

It is possible to call these either a programme or a single project and for all practical purposes it may not matter 

as long as everyone is in agreement about the terminology. However, as a general rule, programmes are about 

co-ordinating and organising. Programmes are generally more complex than projects, are concerned with longer 

timescales and have a wider scope. A programme has focus on achievement of benefits whereas projects focus 

on outputs. 

A project to implement a new VLE might have a technical and procurement focus, ending with the handover of a 

working system. A programme to implement a new VLE will include both that project and ongoing projects to 

develop skills, content, innovation and to handle any change in working practices. 
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Liverpool John Moores University (JMU) 
decided to implement programme 
management to help it deliver strategic 
change. The problems they identified were: 

We are good at reviewing things 
but not very good at implementing 
the outcomes 

We are pretty good at implementing 
systems but not very good at 
realising the benefits 

We are OK at managing individual 
projects but not very good at 
joined-up thinking 

JMU's programme management approach 
enabled it to deliver significant benefits from 
a major system implementation and has 
since been applied to other strategic areas 
(Townsend 2003). 

Projects Versus Programmes  

When Do You Need Programme 

Management? 

There are no hard and fast answers but if any of the following 

apply it is worth your while to read on: 

 You have a range of projects working towards a 

particular Strategic Objective in your Corporate Plan 

 You have a range of interdependent projects where the 

full benefit to the organisation will not be realised until 

most or all of the projects have completed 

 You have a range of projects that depend on resources 

outside the Project Manager's direct control e.g. release 

of staff from other departments 

Related to this is the question when does (or should) either a very large project or a group of small projects 

become a programme? The answer to this usually lies in the pointers above. 

The building of a new campus may be called a project but in reality it is a series of highly interdependent 

projects. In some cases this interdependence may be obvious e.g. you cannot install the lighting until the basic 

structure is complete or you cannot teach students unless they have the Smartcards necessary to gain access 

to the building. The achievement of the desired institutional benefits from the new campus may however be a far 

more complex matter e.g. you may not get full benefit from open plan or flexible learning spaces unless you 

have undertaken the staff development and change management necessary to enable staff to perform 

effectively in the new environment. A major new build is of course one of the largest projects any college or 

university will ever undertake and there is a whole infoKit devoted to the topic of Planning and Designing 

Technology-Rich Learning Spaces (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/learning-space-design). Similar issues 

may however arise in a range of other situations. 

Projects Feature Programmes Feature 

 Outputs 

 Closely bounded and scoped deliverables 

 Benefits after closure 

 Outcomes 

 Wider strategic benefits 

 Complex relationships 

 Benefits during and after 

 Benefits management 

 Transition to a new state 
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In MSP methodology this is considered 
in the Principle 'Remaining aligned 
with corporate strategy' 

It is equally true that Programme Management techniques can be helpful where you have a lot of very small 

projects. Turner (1999) describes the phenomenon whereby a lot of small projects are started by an 

organisation - individually their resource requirements do not look like very much and, for this very reason, too 

many of them are given the go-ahead. Because they are small and there are too many of them they are given a 

low priority alongside day-to-day work and larger projects, with the result that few of the projects ever get to 

completion and the resource invested in them is wasted. This is slightly different to the top-down approach in 

support of a particular strategic objective advocated above but it is an equally valid reason for creating a 

programme. 

Without a programme approach there is a danger of running projects that do not meet strategic needs and 

which may be knee-jerk reactions to perceived problems or to short-term funding opportunities, using precious 

resources without addressing the organisational needs or strategy. 

At the end of the day the decision whether to create one or more individual projects or a programme is a 

judgement call based on risk. Breaking a big project down into smaller components can make it feel more 

manageable and give individual project teams a greater sense of purpose, but the interdependencies and 

competition for resources themselves introduce new risks. Added to this is the fact that there is a greater 

overhead in running many small projects with inexperienced project managers. 

 

Aligning Strategy & Programmes 

The Portfolio Management infoKit (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/portfolio-management) looks at the 

process of defining organisational strategy and aligning this to a set of programmes designed to bring about 

organisational change and deliver business benefits. 

The benefits of implementing Programme Management for Liverpool John Moores University 
(JMU). 

Places project within a broader context 

Aligns project with corporate strategy 

Programme Manager can take an outside view and appropriate action where projects are 
becoming misaligned with programme objectives 

New projects can be adopted into the programme without becoming 'rogue' projects lacking 
strategic focus 

Provides specific roles to manage the project portfolio and delivery of benefits 

Recognises that the objective is to deliver the benefits not just the capability - an Information 
Systems (IS) project may well deliver the capability to do things better; it doesn't necessarily 
follow that the University will do things better 

Provides a flexible approach. If the budget is not available projects are rescheduled within the 
programme as funding becomes available 

(Townsend 2003) 



 

www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m Page | 7 

 

Programme Management P3M 

 

There may be many individual projects needed to bring about the desired change and in an ideal situation they 

will be grouped into programmes with each programme aligned to a particular strategic objective in the 

Corporate Plan. 

 

In the real world senior managers may inherit a situation that is less structured and will need to make 

judgements about whether all of the projects currently underway are adequately aligned with strategic goals and 
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In MSP methodology this process is 
covered under the transformational 
flow components (chapters given in 
brackets): 

Identifying a Programme (14) 

Defining a Programme (15) 

likely to deliver worthwhile return on investment. Mapping out your activities in this way can be a useful first step 

in identifying duplication of effort and outliers that do not sit readily within the bigger picture.  

This infoKit outlines the process for starting up a programme from scratch but the same principles apply if you 

are trying to rationalise a pre-existing set of activities into coherent programmes. 

 

Starting A Programme 

In starting a programme you will go through a process of developing 

and refining a broad initial idea. This is an iterative process which 

involves both: 

 breaking the programme down into its component parts and 

defining the scope, budget, timescale and benefits for each of the individual projects 

 co-ordinating across the projects to eliminate duplication or gaps and to ensure effective dovetailing of 

plans and management of resources across the programme 

During this process you will produce a set of core documentation that will be key to managing your programme. 

How many documents you produce and what you call them may vary but you are likely to end up with most or 

all of the documents listed below. 

Some of the documents may be rolled into one e.g. Programme Mandate/Programme Brief or Programme 

Brief/Programme Business Case. What matters isn't what you call it only that it performs the necessary 

functions. Going through each of these stages does of course consume resources and after every stage you 

should be reviewing whether further investment is justified (see Managing Project Boundaries in our Project 

Management infoKit). 

When does an opportunity pose a threat? 

Very often projects are started either because somebody has had a 'good idea' or because a funding 
opportunity has presented itself e.g. via a Regional Development Agency, a national body such as 
JISC or a European initiative such as the European Social Fund. 

There is often a temptation to bid for such monies to run projects without considering the broader 
strategic imperatives. The project call may well be something that a particular unit or department 
wants to do. However, any project will not only use the resources offered by the external funding body, 
it will require some resources (either time or money) from your organisation. These resources are then 
no longer available to the programmes and projects that need to be undertaken to achieve strategic 
objectives. Put in simple terms, running projects without considering the impact on strategic objectives 
can lead to wasting money on 'nice to haves' whilst being unable to resource the essentials. 

The answer to this is to have any prospective project assessed by senior management at corporate 
level to see whether it fits into any existing programme, already addressing a strategic objective, or 
whether there is a business case for creating a new programme or stand-alone project which will then 
align to a strategic objective. 
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Resources 

Stakeholder Analysis template 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/templates/sa.doc 
[MS Word; 62K] 

Business Case template 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/templates/bca.doc 
[MS Word; 72K] 

Full Project Management Resource 
Pack 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/project-
management/checklist 

Office of Government Commerce 

Produce the Programme Brief 

http://www.ogc.gov.uk/introduction_to_programm
es_programme_start_up_5459.asp 

Programme Mandate 

This may be no more than a note in a set of minutes or an email from a senior manager affirming the decision to 

start planning a new programme. It should of course confirm who has responsibility for taking the idea to the 

next stage and what resources are available to them. 

Programme Brief 

This is not an in-depth analysis but it should give enough information to enable senior management to decide 

whether to invest resources in further scoping activity and should include: 

 A Vision Statement 

 A description of the benefits to be achieved (and how they will 

be measured) 

 Risks and Issues (of both going ahead and of doing nothing or retaining the current status quo) 

 Estimation of costs, timescales and likely projects needed to achieve the programme's objectives 

The OGC material looks at Producing the Programme Brief. 

This links the programme to the institutional strategy and forms the basis for more detailed work including: 

 Creation of the business case 

 Development of a stakeholder analysis 

 Start point for outcome and benefits modelling 

 Start point for programme planning 

Programme Business Case 

This may be combined with the above or may be a more in-depth 

next stage. 

Benefits Profile 

The Benefits Profile outlines each identified benefit or 'dis-benefit' from the proposed programme. 

In addition to this you will eventually develop a set of documentation for each of the individual projects. See the 

Project Management infoKit for more on this. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/templates/sa.doc
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/templates/bca.doc
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/project-management/checklist
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/project-management/checklist
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In MSP methodology roles and 
responsibilities are considered in each 
of the major sections. 

http://www.ogc.gov.uk/guidance_managing_succ
essful_projects.asp 

Key Roles 

The size of your Programme Team and the exact roles within it will 

depend on the scope and scale of the activities. It will also of course 

depend on the amount of resource available although the latter 

should necessarily be commensurate with the former. No matter 

whether the roles are full-time appointments, secondments or a 'done on top of normal duties' (only 

recommended for the smallest of projects or programmes), formal appointments will secure some commitment 

to the post, which is vital if the programme is going to have any chance of success. 

The formal appointments process will include selection and recruitment, agreement of roles and responsibilities, 

job descriptions and person specifications of which records should be kept for the Programme files and to aid in 

future programmes. 

Here we highlight a few key roles that should exist within any Programme Team - you can also download a 

Roles and Responsibilities template (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/templates/programme-randr.doc) (provided 

here with examples of typical Programme roles). 

 

Programme Sponsor/Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) 

This will normally be the member of the senior management team who has responsibility for the 

strategic aim the programme is supporting. The terminology is cumbersome with Senior Responsible 

Owner (SRO) being the preferred term in many formal methodologies whilst Programme Sponsor is 

perhaps more common in the sector. For the sake of convenience we will use the abbreviation SRO. 

The appointment of the SRO can be as formal or informal as fits with the organisation's culture. The 

important point is that the procedure, however informal, should secure some commitment to hands-on 

involvement by the SRO (and any other members of a Programme Sponsoring Board). The SRO will 

need strong leadership skills and the authority to make resources available and to make decisions 

affecting all of the organisational departments and teams necessary to bring about the desired change. 

Once appointed the SRO will then (either personally or by delegation) develop the Programme Brief. 

This document takes as its starting point the initial idea or mandate and will form the basis for a 

decision on whether to go ahead (and commit what could be major resource) or not. 

The SRO is ultimately responsible for the Programme and delivery of benefits and therefore should 

take appropriate action where necessary to ensure success. The SRO needs to ensure that the 

Business Case continues to be sound as external and internal influences, drivers and barriers change 

during the course of the programme. 

The SRO is ultimately responsible for ensuring that authorised levels of expenditure are available to 

the Programme Manager as necessary. View the section 'Managing Your Portfolio' 

(http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/portfolio-management/managing) in the Portfolio Management 

infoKit for more about the role of the SRO. 
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Programme Manager 

The Programme Manager is responsible to the SRO for managing the delivery of the change needed 

to achieve the strategic objective. This means managing a range of projects in a coherent way so that 

the sum of the benefits is greater than the sum of the component parts. 

The Programme Manager is likely to be an experienced Project Manager and will also require skills in 

negotiation and change management. 

As with project management you will find that different skills are needed at different times in the 

activity lifecycle. The concept of having different managers at different times in a project/programme is 

relatively well established in industry but rare in the education sector. Changing managers is not a sign 

of failure if you have identified in advance that you need different skills and have planned to appoint 

different people at different stages. 

The Benefits Manager 

Sometimes called the Business Change Manager, the Benefits Manager has a remit to ensure that the 

benefits identified by the SRO are delivered by the programme. The Benefits Manager must be 

familiar with the existing business processes of the area of the organisation affected by the 

programme and therefore a large programme affecting several areas, may require several Benefits 

Managers. 

The Benefits Manager needs to be in post from an early stage in order to ensure that measurements 

are taken at the start of the programme, the 'Before-Change' state to enable comparison once the 

'After-Change' state is reached. Once a new way of working is introduced, it is impossible to go back 

to the old way to take measurements for comparison. For more information see the Process Review 

infoKit (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/InfoKits/process-review). 

The Benefits Manager will also find much of interest in the Change Management infoKit. 
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Programme Board 

The SRO is unlikely to work in isolation to govern the programmes within their portfolio. Unless your 

organisation is very small the SRO is likely to chair a Programme Board which will include, as a 

minimum, the Programme Manager and Business Change or Benefits Manager(s). 

The Board should meet at key decision points where it may be necessary to take crucial decisions 

regarding the continuity of the programme. In addition the SRO, perhaps at the behest of other board 

members or the Programme Manager may call an extraordinary meeting of the Board should any 

critical issues arise. 

The Board exists to consider progress, risks and issues at a strategic level with an emphasis on 

monitoring realisation of the benefits identified within the Benefits Profile. Operational management is 

the domain of the Programme Manager whilst management of the transitional change, including take-

up and embedding of any new processes or systems, is the domain of the Benefits Manager(s). 

The Board needs to ensure that any issues or recommendations are addressed before authorising 

continuation of the programme from one stage to another. 

The Board and hence the SRO will therefore be involved in: 

 Championing the Project/Programme and communicating to stakeholders 

 Managing the Risks associated with the activities 

 Resolving Issues escalated by the Project/Programme Manager 

 Managing Changes that could take the Project/Programme outside agreed Tolerance Limits 

 Reviewing the Business Case for the Project/Programme at key stage boundaries 

The diagram below depicts the functions of the key members of the Programme Board and their 

external links: 
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In MSP methodology this is covered by 

(chapters given in brackets): 

Risk Management and Issue 
Resolution (11) 

Managing the Tranches (16) 

Managing A Programme 

In managing a programme you need to do everything you would do in 

managing a project and a lot more. This infoKit assumes that you are 

familiar with all of the material in our Project Management infoKit in 

particular the sections on: 

 Managing Risk 

 Planning 

 Managing Issues 

 Change Control 

 Managing Project Phases 

The sections in this infoKit are a supplement to those in the Project Management infoKit. They cover additional 

activities required to manage a programme and may also be of use to people managing large or complex 

projects. 

Managing Risk 

Having already referred you to the section in our Project Management infoKit on managing risk we are going to 

labour the point. This is the single most important element of project and programme management and for this 

reason we have produced a separate infoKit on Risk Management. 

The most successful project managers are undoubtedly the best at managing risk. The Gartner Group has 

identified the key characteristics of what it terms 'Master Project Managers' and has undertaken an analysis that 

reveals these 'Masters' spend significantly more time on risk analysis than their average-performing 

counterparts. They tend to be pro-active problem solvers who can accurately establish what might happen and 

produce appropriate contingency plans. 

It goes pretty much without saying that the risks associated with a programme as a whole may be different to 

those in individual projects and a successful Programme Manager needs to be able to undertake 'what if' 

analysis on a range of scenarios affecting multiple projects. It could be that a major risk occurring in one project 

could affect the viability of several others. We also consider the usefulness of effective risk assessment under 

the section on setting Tolerance Limits. 

Managing Resources 

Many projects in our organisations tend to be set up without adequate planning and resources and lurch from 

one crisis to another as priorities are changed and resources diverted. In the section 'Do we need Programme 

Management?' we have already considered why it does not make strategic or economic sense to fund too many 

small independent projects that cannot achieve economies of scale. 
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In managing a programme you have the opportunity to ensure that resources are co-ordinated effectively across 

the whole range of projects. It may seem obvious (but it is nonetheless a common mistake) to state that this isn't 

achieved simply by acquiring a detailed set of resource requirements from each of the projects and adding them 

all up. This is akin to every small unit in your organisation having its own over-stocked stationery store or its own 

set of meeting rooms that are rarely used (yes we know both of these things happen more often than not). 

There is no magic formula for getting resourcing right - it is a question of prioritisation and managing capacity. 

The starting point is the key milestones on each of the projects and the interdependencies between them. 

Managing Budgets  

We have already covered the topic of ensuring that project budgets are sufficiently flexible to cope with the 

realities of operating in a situation where you are doing something for the first time and are faced with a lot of 

uncertainties by setting Tolerance Limits for individual projects. 

The section in the Risk Management infoKit on Costing Risk is essential reading for any Programme Manager. 

This provides you with a method for providing a realistic estimate of the likely cost of dealing with the major risks 

that could affect any of your projects. It also gives you a means of calculating necessary contingency for a range 

of minor risks that might occur. You now need to manage the budget for this effectively. Specific budget 

amounts to deal with major risks should only be released to individual Project Managers if the risk actually 

occurs. In other words this contingency you have set aside is not a 'slush' fund for them to draw on at will. 

Managed effectively this is a much more appropriate method of allocating resources than having multiple 'jam 

jars' of contingency funding in multiple small projects. 

In the education sector the average Project Manager is likely to be given a budget (and if they are lucky a 

tolerance range) and asked to work within it. The budget is assigned on the institutional finance system and, 

unless the project spans financial years, the money is therefore 'available' from day one. Very large projects 

may be required to do more detailed expenditure profiling and at Programme level things again become more 

complicated because you really do need to consider the issue of cash flow. 

Where projects are externally funded the grant may actually flow into the institution in small chunks either 

monthly or when key milestones are passed. Where, as often happens, there is a lot of procurement activity 

needed to get the projects off the ground, the organisation may have to fund this early expenditure from its own 

sources or by borrowing. For similar reasons projects running ahead of schedule could pose a problem if it 

means that bills have to be paid sooner than expected. 

N.B. Projects running under budget can signal issues to be investigated as well as this may be a sign either that 

corners are being cut and that a check on quality might be necessary or that there has been inaccurate or 

sloppy estimating. If an underspend has been caused by inaccurate estimating then it may be that funds have 

been earmarked that could have been freed up for use elsewhere within the portfolio. Valuable work may have 

had to be postponed or even cancelled because of this. 
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In MSP methodology this is covered by 

(chapters given in brackets): 

Planning and Control (9) 

Planning & Scheduling  

Planning forms one of the cornerstones of the Project Management 

infoKit and at the start of any major programme it may be worth 

reviewing that core material. 

As ever however the Programme Manager needs to do that little bit more. Not only are you scheduling a more 

complex set of resources you also need to be scheduling capacity. You should be looking across the range of 

projects identifying skills that are being gained and problems that have been solved in order to share that 

enhanced capacity across the whole programme. This may involve moving staff between projects to make best 

use of newly acquired or scarce skills or simply ensuring that communication and sharing of experience is 

happening on an ongoing basis. 

One of the things that probably worries you most as a new Programme Manager is the extent to which you can 

rely on estimates you are given by your projects. It is a truth we cannot repeat too often that people on the 

whole tend to be wildly optimistic about project planning and base plans on best case scenarios. We cover this 

in the 'Planning in the Real World' section of the Risk Management infoKit. 

One way of getting people to think in a little more depth about their 'best guesses' is to encourage them to try 

using three-point estimates for a while. For each uncertain task estimate: 

 The most optimistic timescale = MO 

 The most likely timescale = ML and 

 The most pessimistic timescale = MP 

Project management software often uses this approach and can calculate the standard deviation of each of the 

estimates to show the relative uncertainty in the overall plan. This allows you to come up with statistical 

confidence limits e.g. you can be 50% certain that the project can finish within 100 days and 85% confident that 

the project can finish within 130 days etc. 

This is not something you are likely to do manually but the concept of three-point estimates can be helpful in 

identifying bias in project team estimates. If you ask a range of people how long various tasks will take they may 

all give different answers. If you then go back and ask for three-point estimates you may be able to tell who 

consistently goes for the most optimistic figure and who always 'pads' their estimates. 

Our illustration in the highlight box shows how inaccurate estimates in one area can have knock-on effects down 

the line - this of course occurs big time when running a programme. What you do of course have to remember is 

that whilst small predictions can be highly inaccurate some of this fluctuation will even out over a longer period. 

An estimate of 2 hours to do a single job could be wildly wrong but similarly solving one big problem may give 

you a shortcut route through the rest of the project. The important thing is to focus on the critical path and 

project milestones. Consistently bad estimating is a problem but minor fluctuations don't matter so long as you 

hit the milestones - trying to get it right all the time will simply drive you nuts! 
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Why are estimates always wrong? 

Say we have tasks A, B and C that are all 

predecessors to task D. The chances of A, B or 

C meeting their most likely time estimate is 50% 

(1 in 2) in each case. 

However when we look at the chances of all 3 of 

them all being on time to feed into D the figure 

goes down to 12.5% (1 in 8). 

 

Does One Size Fit All? 

It would seem logical when running one or more 

programmes or projects to adopt a standard project 

management methodology across the organisation. This 

has many benefits not least: 

 Consistent reporting to enable comparison and 

resource scheduling across projects 

 People can move between projects without having 

to learn a new approach 

 Project archives will be a valuable resource for 

future project teams 

For a programme of similar types of project a highly 

standardised approach will undoubtedly be beneficial. 

However in our environment we may have a very diverse 

programme of projects contributing to a single strategic aim. 

In this case success is more likely if the management 

procedures are tailored to the size and nature of the project. On the question of how much project management 

you need the answer is always 'just enough'. Don't ask for anything unless you are sure you will use it. 

The infoKit on Portfolio Management has a section on Balancing your Portfolio which looks at e-learning 

activities on a spectrum from projects to automate current activities, thus saving resource, to innovations that 

may ultimately transform the organisation. 

Anyone involved in Programme Management would also do well to consider not only the size of individual 

projects but also the type of project and the people and cultures involved. You may find within a single 

programme there is a wide spectrum and you would do better to work with the prevailing culture than against it. 

By all means have a single organisational methodology but make sure it is a flexible one that can be scaled up 

or down depending on individual project needs. 

Project Type Automation/Efficiency Enhancement Innovation/Transformation 

Structure Hierarchy Matrix Community 

Relationships based on Communication Collaboration Creativity 

Management Style Control Leadership Inspiration 
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In MSP methodology this is covered by 

(chapters given in brackets): 

Risk Management and Issue 
Resolution (11) 

Managing the Tranches (16) 

Delivering the Capability (17) 

Managing By Exception  

Manage by exception is the advice we give to both Project Managers 

and to senior managers in relation to their overall portfolio. 

Unsurprisingly then the advice to Programme Managers is similar. In 

short it means giving your team of managers sufficient flexibility to be 

able to manage their own projects effectively and only intervening 

when it is strictly necessary. 

This can take the form of reporting by exception i.e. identifying variances against the plan and meeting with the 

Programme Board in line with key decision points rather than reporting on every detail of a project and meeting 

as a matter of routine. One means of helping you to do this is to identify tolerance limits for individual projects. 

Tolerance Limits  

The concept of tolerance recognises that there is an element of uncertainty in every project. 

A long project may well have a deadline of 2 August in two years time and have a set, agreed, budget of £2M, 

but expecting the project to come in on the dot - neither late nor early - and to have spent the determined 

budget to the penny is totally unrealistic. As is the concept of agreeing the exact end date and budget spend for 

each stage or phase. 

If a Project Manager has been given a non-flexible fixed amount of time and budget, that is almost certainly not 

going to be achievable. Their only course of action, once it can be forecast that the project will not hit the stated 

time/cost, is to raise an issue and ask senior management for a decision on whether to continue or not. 

Senior management will now perceive they are being drawn into the minutiae of the project and will either feel 

annoyed and give time grudgingly, perhaps not considering the necessary decision as important because it 

happens at every stage, or they will enjoy and desire the involvement and will start to micro-manage the project, 

undermining the project manager until the project reaches a stage where senior management involvement is 

necessary 100% of the time because no one will take the Project Manager's word. 

The answer is to allow the Project Manager the ability to take decisions without senior management involvement 

providing that the resulting changes to the plan do not cause the forecast budget or timescale to move outside 

an agreed tolerance, either at the end of the current stage, or by the end of the project. 

So, instead of specifying an end-stage position of '8 November YYYY' and expenditure to date of £105,000, you 

agree with the Project Manager, as part of the authorisation process for the stage, that it will end within a range 

of dates and within a range of expenditure. This range could simply take the ideal and then do a plus or minus 

calculation, or more likely will do something like a plus or minus % with a corresponding date range of, say, 6-9 

November YYYY. 
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Office of Government Commerce 

Within the PRINCE2 methodology, you 
can find equivalent processes in: 

Authorising a Work Package (CS1) 

Accepting a Work Package (MP1) 

Tolerances in Action 

 

During the course of a project, a Project Manager will often hand out 

responsibility for a work package to another manager. The Project 

Manager should also be able to agree acceptable tolerances with the 

manager of the work package. 

The tolerance limits should be appropriate to the scale and 

complexity of the project. They should not however be a 'slush fund' 

to compensate for sloppy management. Key to setting appropriate limits is your risk assessment and 

management plan. This should have enabled you to gain an understanding of the overall level of uncertainty in 

your projects and to plan for this. In the section of the Risk Management infoKit on Costing Risk we look at how 

to set aside a budget for particular risks and to set an appropriate contingency against a range of minor risks. 

This type of planning is most effectively done against a programme of projects to avoid having too many small 

contingency pots. 

Escalating Issues  

Issue management is of course the stock in trade of project managers but there may be times when resolution 

is beyond their control and they need to escalate up to Programme level. N.B. If the project is not part of a 

programme then escalation would be to the Project Board or Sponsor. 
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Within the PRINCE2 methodology, you 

can find equivalent processes in: 

Capturing Project Issues (CS3) 

Examining Project Issues (CS4) 

Reviewing Stage Status (CS5) 

Taking Corrective Action (CS7) 

Escalating Project Issues (CS8) 

Giving Ad Hoc Direction (DP4) 

Where the resolution of an issue can be undertaken without taking 

the current project stage outside its agreed tolerance limits, the 

Project Manager can take action without having to involve senior 

management. 

The decision as to whether it will take the project beyond its agreed 

tolerance requires some evaluation of the cost and time that it will 

take to deal with the issue, whether the issue can be dealt with 

concurrently with other project work, or whether it would introduce 

delay. 

Even where the resolution can be carried out within tolerance, the 

Project Manager may refer to senior management for advice, 

particularly if the issue or the means of its resolution may affect other 

projects in a programme. Where delays or costs caused by an issue cause the forecast stage or project end-

point to be outside agreed tolerances the issue must be escalated to senior management for a decision. 

This is done by means of an Exception Report: 

Contents Description 

Description of Issue The cause, the nature, whether it has arisen from a known risk. 

Consequences Cost, timescale, effect on scope or quality. These should be both in terms 

of the current stage and the entire project. 

Options A list of alternative solutions including cost, timescales and effect on 

quality. 

Option Consequences Evaluations of possible alternative solutions on the Business Case, 

tolerances, whether any new risks can be identified. 

Recommendations The project manager's recommendations. 

The function of the Project or Programme Board/SRO is to ensure that any recommended option continues to 

focus on the business objectives and to consider the impact of the issue on the Business Case and future risks. 

The Board or SRO at this point may decide to: 

 ask the project manager to produce an Exception Plan - a new version of the stage and/or project plan 

for the remainder of the stage/project reflecting the current situation 

 reduce the scope/quality of the stage and/or project to bring it back within tolerance 

 bring the project to an early close 
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The Board also has the responsibility to secure any increased or extra resources needed to implement whatever 

decision is made. 

Managing Consultancy Input  

It is common in programmes or single large projects to use some consultancy support to supplement in-house 

skills. The rapid recent increase in management and IT consultancy is indicative of the sector's desire to start 

doing business in different ways. Such expertise, if properly applied, can be of enormous benefit. It is however 

inevitable that when two different types of enterprise come together there will be conflicts and clashes as well as 

success stories. The key to success is given in the section heading - the input must be managed and that 

means by you! All too frequently institutions will employ consultants then leave them to 'get on with it' and still be 

surprised when costs overrun or the results aren't what they expected. 

When designing your programme or project, think long and hard about what you want to achieve and what 

external input you require. Be realistic but optimistic about the skill set within your own organisation. Consulting 

firms are very often hired to advise at the time a programme or project is being set up and all of them, without 

exception, will be keen to offer project management expertise. Why is this? Because it is a very generic skill. 

That's not to say it's easy - but it can be learned. There is of course no substitute for experience; an 

experienced project manager is worth their weight in gold to your organisation but increasingly so if they have 

home-grown skills. A manager who has generic project skills and who knows your business will cut to the chase 

more quickly than one who needs to learn your organisational set-up and your business. Plan ahead, identify 

staff who may be required to lead projects, invest in project management training, use our Project Management 

infoKit and find ways of applying a practical project approach to work situations to gain experience. It's worth it, 

you'll save a fortune. 

Having identified areas where you do need external support, be very clear about what that support is intended 

to deliver. Even where you have contracted for external project management, you and other senior managers 

involved, need to be aware of the principles of sound project management in order to quality assure that input. 

Feedback from a wide range of colleagues who have used consultancy support, particularly in systems 

implementation projects, reveals consistent themes of superficiality, inappropriate models and failure to 

understand the nature of our business. This is an issue in finding external support not only for student system 

projects but also for related projects such as financials where an understanding of student finance is essential to 

adequately meet user requirements. 

A common feature of 'consultancy-led' projects is that they attempt to shoehorn clients into their own standard 

template and they can often go a long way off track before the approach is challenged. Realistically you can't 

always blame them for this. It is inevitable they will have standardised approaches and it is up to us to ensure 

we understand the models they are using and challenge them where we know that the education sector is 

different. 

You do have to remember that this is a commercial relationship. In a good project it won't feel that way; the 

consultants will be part of your team and helping you achieve your goals. However, if things aren't going so well, 

don't be afraid to question the approach. The consultancy may have a vested interest in prolonging projects 
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either by belated changes of approach or, in the worst cases, ongoing consultancy support for a live system 

which is effectively a square peg in a round hole. Most consulting firms will argue they would not risk their 

reputation by involvement in such projects. Experience, however, shows otherwise. It is, after all, very easy to 

blame the sector for its naïvety or un-business like approach whilst continuing to dispatch the invoices! 

Get The Right People  

Once you have a clear remit for the consultants, you need to select the right people for the job. Your choice of a 

consulting firm may be based on a response to a tender or by previous experience or a recommendation. The 

critical thing is, having found a firm with appropriate credentials, to get the right people on site. They will send 

their brightest and best to win the business but they are only as good as the person who actually joins your 

team. Be prepared to ask for CVs and to interview potential candidates. Be prepared to start again if they can't 

send anybody suitable. 

 

Education sector experience is rare even amongst the major consultancies. Don't expect to find someone who 

knows the sector inside out, it won't happen. Think about what key skills they need to bring and how you will 

evaluate whether they can adapt to your situation. Most consultancies will be happy to send candidates for 

interview. If a potential candidate needs bringing up to speed about your business or key issues for your project, 

many firms will be happy to allow some non-chargeable time for this but you need to agree this before you sign 

a contract. 

Having found someone suitable, check on their status with the organisation. Consulting is a business where 

turnover is high and certain skills are at a premium. Our own experience has involved finding consultants 

suitable for a medium term assignment only to discover they were short term contractors not employed by the 

company, or in one case, a member of staff already working their notice. You should also make sure that the 

company can't sell you their brightest star then move them onto another project as soon as a new prospect 

appears on the horizon. Look to your contractual documentation to cover these points. There will inevitably be 

turnover situations which the company can't foresee and you should agree beforehand what is your preferred 

approach should your chosen consultant suddenly hand in their notice. 

Get The Right Contract  

The whole issue of contracts is covered in our infoKit on Contract Negotiation. This section simply serves to give 

a few pointers. The first and most important is to ensure that you do have a written agreement. 

Consultancy fees will either be on the basis of a daily rate or a rate for the job. A daily rate gives you slightly 

more control so long as you are prepared to manage your project very closely; a fixed rate may be appropriate 

where there is an absolutely finite budget and the scope and deliverables can be very clearly defined. On the 

When it's gone, it's gone 

A frequent tactic is for a firm to say they have somebody ideally suited to your brief but this person will be 

allocated to another job unless you can sign a deal immediately. It may be true but you need to evaluate 

that person. You should also be concerned that they don't have a larger pool of relevant experience... 
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In MSP managing benefits is covered by 

(chapters given in brackets): 

Vision (5) 

Benefits Realisation Management (7) 

Blueprint Design & Delivery (8) 

The Business Case (10) 

Defining a Programme (15) 

Managing the Tranches (16) 

Delivering the Capability (17) 

Realising the Benefits (18) 

Closing a Programme (19) 

whole, we would tend to recommend the former but scrutinise and re-scrutinise their estimates of effort so that 

you have a clear idea what the maximum total cost is likely to be. 

 

Don't forget issues such as expenses as this can add a hefty sum to the overall cost. If you are simply paying 

expenses as billed, discuss where the consultants are coming from, how they are travelling and where they are 

staying. Daily flights from the opposite end of the country or your city's most expensive hotel may otherwise 

come as a nasty shock to you. If you are handling a long term programme/project and employing a number of 

different consultants, it may be more appropriate to agree a fixed rate for expenses simply to help your own 

budgeting. Most firms will grumble initially then agree it's not unreasonable. 

You should also agree what constitutes a day's work. In a good relationship you will find that all of your team is 

working to meet your goals and consultants in particular often put in long hours to get the job done. You do 

however need to cover yourself against paying a thousand pounds or more per day (plus expenses) for 

someone who regularly arrives at 11am or gets a 3pm flight home if they aren't putting in the work at other 

times. Agree how time will be monitored and ensure that records are kept. This is especially important if off-site 

working is included - you do have a right to know what they are charging you for. 

It is important to set out your expectations of one another as regards facilities to be provided. Consultants will 

often need office space in your project environment - you should be clear about their requirements at the outset 

as your project could be delayed if you suddenly find you need extra phone lines or have to buy and configure 

printers etc. It also pays to clarify what versions of software such as Microsoft Word or Microsoft Project your 

respective companies use. Don't be afraid of stating the obvious - we once experienced difficulties working with 

a consultant from a reputable firm who didn't have a working e-mail 

address. 

Managing Benefits 

One of the key distinctions between Project and Programme 

Management is the emphasis placed on benefits realisation in the 

latter. We have looked at the role of Benefits Manager whose 

responsibility it is to see that the desired changes are realised. 

This is however not something we have traditionally excelled at 

especially in relation to investments in ILT. 'In the film 'Groundhog 

Day' the main character is trapped in the same day over and over 

again and can't break out of it until he modifies his behaviour in the 

right way. Universities experience the same phenomenon when 

trying to manage ICT-supported change; they concentrate on 

Daily or Fixed Rate? 

Either way is a win/win situation for the consultants. If they quote a rate for the job, this will include a hefty 

contingency sum to ensure that they can't possibly lose out if they hit problems. If they quote a daily rate, 

you will pay for more days should the project encounter unforeseen obstacles. 
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delivering new capability, when equal emphasis should be placed on developing the changes in behaviour 

needed to exploit it.' (Townsend 2003 http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/acknowledgements). 

A Blueprint for Change 

If you are to bring about change then it is imperative that everyone involved in or affected by the transition has a 

clear and agreed view of what the new state, structure, culture, environment or way of working will be. This is 

often termed a Blueprint. It is also described as defining your 'After-Change State'. 

The Office of Government Commerce (OGC) describes the Blueprint as: 'a detailed description of what the 

organisation looks like in terms of its business processes, people, information systems and facilities and its 

data.' The Process Review infoKit has more suggestions on how you could design a Blueprint. 

A Blueprint is likely to contain: 

 Organisational structure 

 Business Model of Functions - this will include Process Maps (described in the Process Review infoKit 

in the section on Process Mapping) 

 How decision-making is informed and carried out 

 Staffing levels, roles and skills 

 Information systems, tools, equipment and other facilities 

 Costs 

 Performance criteria/quality measures 

Whilst all of the above listed contents refer to the after-change state, it is essential to take a series of 

measurements as a baseline against which the achieved new state can be measured. Once you have changed 

something, it's usually impossible to go back and measure its capability or outputs as they were in the before-

change state. The baselining can be carried out whilst examining the processes of the existing before-change or 

'as-is' state to ensure nothing is missed from the after-change or 'to-be' state. 

Managing Change 

An important element of this is encouraging a Change-Ready Culture i.e. one in which the need for change is 

acknowledged and opportunities actively sought out. 

This can require a particularly positive culture to be in place, where staff and management focus on benefit and 

the positive before looking for negative aspects as part of a structured risk assessment exercise. It requires 

change management skills for both change leaders and change agents to be viewed as core competences to be 

part of the skills portfolio of managers. There must be a commitment on the part of very senior managers to 

become actively involved in the prioritisation and promotion of potential business changes. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/acknowledgements
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Groundhog Day 

'We need new IS capability to deliver business 
benefits; a business case is prepared; it's 
approved on the basis of the benefits; the project 
delivers new capability; it's closed and we move on 
to another requirement. But something is missing - 
we've concentrated on delivering the capability, 
and ignored the benefits, when what we wanted in 
the first place was the benefits, without which 
there's no point in delivering the capability.' 

Townsend 2003 
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/acknowledgements 

In MSP methodology this is covered by 

(chapters given in brackets): 

Benefits Realisation Management (7) 

The Business Case (10) 

Quality Measurement (12) 

Defining a Programme (15) 

Managing the Tranches (16) 

Delivering the Capability (17) 

Realising the Benefits (18) 

Closing a Programme (19) 

The HR function of the organisation needs to be committed and involved where appropriate, although it is worth 

noting that almost any change will throw up some winners and some losers in terms of responsibilities, 

frustrations and enjoyment or job satisfaction. It is essential to have within the team of change agents some 

excellent relationship skills. 

The Change Management infoKit looks at this in-depth and contains strategies, guidance and good practice to 

aid with the implementation of change. 

Measuring Benefits 

Benefits are only likely to be realised after the individual 

project outputs move into operational use. In fact the 

benefit may only accrue after a considerable period of 

operation. 

If one of the desired benefits was 'improved retention 

and achievement' it is likely that the measurement of this 

will only be practical at the end of an academic year and 

that the academic year in which the project delivers into 

operational use may not yield a true picture thus it may take at least two years to take meaningful 

measurements of such a benefit. 

Where staff are finding the transition to new working practices challenging it can be helpful to use early benefit 

analysis to overcome resistance. 

It is the job of the benefits manager to ensure that the operational use of project outputs runs smoothly and 

remains focussed on the achievement of the benefits as listed in the Business Case. Identifying early indicators 

that the benefit will or will not reach the target measurements is one task that will allow remedial action to be 

taken if a shortfall is forecast. 

It can be useful to go back to the Benefits Profile at each stage 

boundary as a way of ensuring that relevant measurements are 

being taken in the way that was originally specified and in a way 

that is comparable with the original measurements taken during 

the before-change period. 

When attributing benefits to investments it is also important to 

identify, and, if possible quantify, any achievements attributable 

to other factors. It is also important to have been realistic about 

the likely benefit achievement of deliberately introducing 

multiple factors. 

For example: 

1. It is forecast that refurbishing the building environment will increase retention by 3% 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/acknowledgements
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In MSP methodology this is covered 
in the chapter: 

Closing a Programme (19) 

2. It is forecast that having better pastoral care facilities would also increase retention by 3% 

3. It is forecast that introducing more student control of course content via web2.0 technology would 

increase retention by 3% 

Would introducing all three factors increase retention by 9%? It is unlikely. Implementing multiple projects at 

once can lead to diminishing returns and may make attributing benefits to individual projects a subjective 

nightmare with potential for conflict between champions of the different projects. 

Good programme management should reduce the incidence of this type of possible double counting. 

Closing a Programme 

It may sound strange, given the title of this section, but not all 

programmes close. 

Programmes are aligned to strategic objectives. Whilst these do change from time to time, it is more common, 

particularly in the present day environment of fast-moving continual change, that as a programme's projects 

deliver outputs and these are embedded into the organisation's way of doing things in order to deliver the 

desired benefits, other factors and policies will be exerting pressures for new business change, requiring a new 

round of projects to deliver new outputs. 

For this to occur towards the end of the final project in a programme may be expecting a little too much and it is 

quite common for programmes to evolve and tackle new business change whilst still involved in current 

transitions. However, some programmes may close and even where programmes continue, many of the same 

issues and priorities exist for ensuring that benefits are measured, realised and subsequently included as 

performance indicators within the normal cycle of continuous business process review. 

There can be a temptation to dismantle a programme once the final project has delivered its outputs, but we 

have already discussed in the section on measuring benefits that it may take some considerable time before 

benefits are realised. 

It is essential to ensure that all projects are transferred into operations. To ensure that there is no confusion as 

to the status of projects and their outputs it is strongly recommended that the projects are signed off as they 

deliver their outputs. This would include sign-off of the acceptance criteria by the senior user or user group. If 

the culture of an organisation would be challenged by individuals being asked to sign off a project in document 

form, it is usually less of a challenge for a meeting of the user group to agree that acceptance criteria have been 

met and a meeting of the steering group to agree that the project can be closed, in which case these decisions 

should be formally minuted. 

The programme should clarify the difference between minor fixes and post project support to ensure a clean 

cut-off point. This is often facilitated by a fixed term of 'snagging', beyond which any problems encountered will 

not be the responsibility of the original project. Securing agreement from project managers and key team 

members to be included in Key Programme Review activities even after the project has been disbanded can be 

useful in case it becomes necessary to obtain their knowledgeable and experienced interpretation should 

expected benefits not be realised. 
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The programme can either continue post projects in order to monitor and measure benefits until they are clearly 

realised, or it can close once clear responsibility for that monitoring has been agreed and accepted by an 

individual or group. 

Again it is recommended that the agreement that a programme can be closed is signed off or agreed at an 

appropriate level which, given the nature of programmes, can require top level management approval. 

 

Preparing for Handover 

As each project nears completion the Project Manager and Benefits Manager should ensure that the 

organisation is prepared to take the end product of the project into an operations phase. 

This may mean that the organisation's staff will have: 

been organised into new teams where necessary 

been given the chance to be involved in the design of any new working procedures 

been given training in any new procedures 

been given written policies and procedures to refer to whilst new working practices become 

familiar 

a supply of any new sets of paperwork required for data capture or reporting or transactions 

agreed roles and responsibilities and know their own and others' roles and responsibilities 

had a chance to form relationships within any new teams 

In order for these necessary arrangements to be in place the Project Manager and/or Benefits 

Manager will have undertaken some or all of the following activities as much in advance of the 

change to new working practices as the complexity of those practices requires: 

arrange and chair meetings 

champion the new methods and procedures 

demonstrate and give presentations 

organise and possibly deliver training workshops 

prepare guidance manuals and procedure notes 

drive change 

deal with resistance 
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Glossary & Acknowledgements 

Please visit the P3M resource for more on the glossary (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/glossary) and 

acknowledgements (http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/acknowledgements) relating to this kit. 

Disclaimer 

We aim to provide accurate and current information on this website. However, we accept no liability for errors or 

omissions, or for loss or damage arising from using this information. The statements made and views expressed 

in publications are those of the authors and do not represent in any way the views of the Service. 

The JISC infoNet Service offers general guidance only on issues relevant to the planning and implementation of 

information systems. Such guidance does not constitute definitive or legal advice and should not be regarded as 

a substitute therefor. The JISC infoNet Service does not accept any liability for any loss suffered by persons 

who consult the Service whether or not such loss is suffered directly or indirectly as a result of reliance placed 

on guidance given by the Service. 

The reader is reminded that changes may have taken place since issue, particularly in rapidly changing areas 

such as internet addressing, and consequently URLs and email addresses should be used with caution. We are 

not responsible for the content of other websites linked to this site. 

© Northumbria University. This material is licensed under the Creative Commons License. 

http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/glossary
http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/p3m/acknowledgements
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/
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