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Introduction

There are two types of program managers. First, there are those 
who focus on the “science” of program management, spending vast 
amounts of effort on tasks, charts, and metrics. While this approach 
has some positive aspects to it, and structure is necessary to be suc-
cessful, this type of program manager often falls short when it comes 
to program delivery. The other type of program manager takes a dif-
ferent approach, emphasizing activities around relationship building 
and driving stakeholder engagement. This type of program manager 
practices the “art” of program management. While it is necessary to 
have structure and a defined process, the best program managers ele-
vate their performance by pushing boundaries while not breaking the 
rules, and leveraging their stakeholders to drive results. The program 
managers who take this approach are “changing the game” by finding 
a way to leverage their skills to adapt to the ever-changing environ-
ment and the needs of their stakeholders. Status quo just simply is not 
good enough anymore.

Strong stakeholder engagement is perhaps the most critical factor 
for achieving effective delivery of program benefits in our fast-paced 
world. Your ability as a program manager to adequately engage your 
stakeholders in the right way, and keep them engaged throughout the 
course of your program is paramount to your success, as well as to your 
organization’s success. Stakeholder engagement is most certainly not 
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a once and done activity; it is pervasive throughout the full program 
life cycle and requires consistent and persistent activity on your part.

The stakeholder engagement approach to program management 
is not an easy thing to teach. Being successful with this approach 
requires tapping into a bevy of soft skills, most notably leadership, 
negotiation, facilitation, communication, and conflict resolution. If 
you are used to a more structured approach, you may find some of 
these things way outside your comfort zone. I find that the people 
who have the most difficulty in the program manager role get stuck 
because they do not know how to use and flex these skills.

The other success factor that supports these required skills is gen-
eral flexibility and adaptability. Every day as a program manager, 
you face negotiation and conflict resolution, whether large or small; 
knowing how to read a situation and adapt on the fly is an absolute 
must. Rigidity simply does not breed strong business relationships, 
and it certainly does not encourage stakeholder engagement.

This book focuses not on what stakeholder engagement and expec-
tations management is, but rather on how to effectively go about 
enabling and executing stakeholder engagement tactics to drive pro-
gram success. The book loosely ties into the five domains of program 
management as established by the Project Management Institute 
(PMI®), The Standard for Program Management, Third Edition (PMI 
2013), with a heavy emphasis on program stakeholder engagement. 
The chapters are grouped together to logically follow the program life 
cycle as detailed below:

Part I: Engaging Stakeholders and Setting Expectations during 
Program Definition
•	 Chapter 1: Stakeholder Alignment: Goals and Objectives
•	 Chapter 2: Making Governance Work for You
•	 Chapter 3: Identifying Stakeholders: The “Hidden” 

Organization Chart
•	 Chapter 4: It Is a Matter of Trust: Building Strong 

Business Relationships with Key Stakeholders
•	 Chapter 5: Leveraging Stakeholders to Prepare Your 

Organization for Change
•	 Chapter 6: Enhancing Stakeholder Engagement through 

Effective Communication
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Part II: Ready, Set, Execute: Driving Program Benefits Delivery 
through Active Stakeholder Engagement
•	 Chapter 7: Demystifying Metrics: Measuring What 

Matters Most
•	 Chapter 8: Making Meetings Count: Driving Stakeholder 

Engagement through Disciplined Meeting Management
•	 Chapter 9: Where the Real Work Gets Done: Issue 

Resolution through Informal Governance
•	 Chapter 10: Office Politics: From Surviving to Thriving

Part III: Keeping Stakeholders Engaged: Program Closure
•	 Chapter 11: Making a Strong Finish: Stakeholder 

Engagement through Program Closure
•	 Chapter 12: Post-Launch: Every End Is a New Beginning

The chapters in this book may be read in order or individually as ref-
erence on a particular topic. Additionally, specific actions, practical 
tips, and tools are provided for use throughout the course of your 
program to help you maintain your focus on stakeholder engagement 
and managing stakeholder expectations. As a supplement to the book 
content is a case study, found in Appendix A. The case study provides 
a brief background on a fictitious company and set of circumstances, 
and provides discussion questions by chapter so you may apply your 
knowledge and own experiences to the topics at hand.

My intent is to provide valuable strategies based on practical experi-
ence to my fellow program management practitioners as well as others 
who find themselves leading major change initiatives. The approach 
presented in this book may be different than the approach you have 
used in the past. It is my hope that you find the concepts and tools 
provided helpful, and after reading this book you may begin to apply 
these concepts to elevate your skillsets and effectively engage stake-
holders throughout the full program life cycle to “change the game” 
at your organization.
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1
Stakeholder Alignment

Goals and Objectives

There is a common idiom that says to follow your true north; that is, 
know your guiding principles, and as you come to decision points, 
keep those principles in mind and make decisions based on those 
principles. True north is different from magnetic north, which is the 
north you read on a compass that in actuality is constantly changing. 
In simplistic terms, true north is the north on a map—it does not 
change. The advice to follow true north may be applied to running a 
program; the true north in program management is corporate strat-
egy. As a program manager, you need to understand how the program 
ties to corporate strategy—the why it is being pursued. As challenges 
come up through the course of the program, you will be able to refer 
back to this link to strategy, and use these organizational guiding 
principles to drive decision making and stakeholder alignment. Given 
this challenge, on your first day assigned to a program or a potential 
program, the first order of business should be to understand why the 
program is being pursued and how it benefits the organization; this 
will be your program’s true north, which may then be used to set and 
manage stakeholder expectations. You must take the necessary time 
to really understand purpose. It is easy to skip right past this step 
and jump into program-specific goals and objectives; do not fall into 
this trap. Again, how the program ties to corporate strategy, why it is 
being pursued, is your true north and will be the driver behind every 
major decision throughout the duration of your assignment.

As a program manager, you will become involved in a program at 
various points; if you are lucky, you will be involved from the begin-
ning. More often, you will be brought in after an initiative has already 
been defined, at least at the highest level. From your first conver-
sation, you should be managing stakeholder expectations; when you 
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start on a program, whether at conception or after launch, having a 
level set on what the program intends to accomplish is crucial. A mis-
step here will result in unhappy customers at the end; the more diver-
gent your understanding of program goals from the viewpoint of your 
key stakeholders, the larger the gap will be between realized goals 
and stakeholder expectations. Only with meticulous expectations will 
management be able to close the gap between expected results (which 
really define program success) and delivered results (Baugh in Levin 
2013) (Figure 1.1).

1.1  Understanding Strategic Fit

Regardless of when you become involved in a program, your first 
responsibility is to understand and be able to clearly articulate the 
goals and objectives of the program, along with a correlation to orga-
nizational strategy, as this will be the foundation for all program com-
ponents. Your initial focus should be on ensuring key stakeholders are 
aligned with what the program intends to accomplish. As you begin 
talking with stakeholders, your hope is to receive at least direction-
ally similar answers to your questions about why the program is being 
pursued; you will more likely find that there are differing viewpoints, 
each focusing on the pieces that most directly affect each individual 

Expected Value

Expectation
Gap

Communication and
Stakeholder Mgmt

$

EVM

Time

Delivered Value

Figure 1.1  Closing the Expectations Gap
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stakeholder. It is your job to steer the conversation to drive under-
standing and agreement on how the program ties to organizational 
strategy, to further define the program goals and objectives, and to 
gradually move toward the goals and objectives of the program com-
ponents. There should always be a direct link from the lowest level 
of defined goals and objectives up through the organizational strat-
egy. That is, the whys of the individual program component should tie 
directly into the strategic-level whys. Anywhere there is a mismatch, 
there needs to be a verification of scope. Approved initiatives (and 
the scope defined within those initiatives) should support the larger 
organizational goals. Again, this is your guidepost—use this informa-
tion to drive conversations and create alignment from the top down, 
through all phases of the program. Figure 1.2 illustrates the corre-
lation between organizational strategy, the organizational portfolio, 
and the programs that make up the portfolio.

When considering strategic fit, keep Figure 1.2 in mind—if you 
think about your particular program in relationship to the organiza-
tion’s strategy, is there a direct correlation? One good tool to use to 
illustrate program goals and relationships to organizational strategy is 
a one-page pictorial that is specific to your program that demonstrates 
how organizational goals will be supported and achieved. Whenever 
discussions start to veer off course, you may use this picture to guide 
the conversation back to the program’s purpose. I have also found it 
useful to use this type of illustration as a meeting starter, again using 
corporate strategy as the guidepost for you, and for key stakeholders 
as well, ensuring all are engaged and focused on the right things. An 
example is shown in Figure 1.3.

Organizational Strategy

Vision

Mission

Portfolio Management: Executive Committee
Strategic Planning/Initiative Selection 

Business
Case

Program
Mandate

Program Management 

Program
Plan

Program
Roadmap

Figure 1.2  Program Relationship to Organizational Strategy
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1.1.1  Initiative Selection through a Steering Committee

The choice of initiatives that an organization will pursue is handled 
differently depending on the organization; many organizations may 
determine a strategic fit for a proposed initiative through a formal 
selection process, for example through an executive steering commit-
tee. An executive steering committee is typically composed of senior 
leaders, oftentimes at the C-level (e.g., chief executive officer, chief 
information officer, chief financial officer, chief operations officer), 
who are entrenched in company strategy. This committee controls 
where resources are to be expended from an overarching operational 
view, requiring a strong link to organizational strategy as a prerequi-
site for program selection and prioritization. This committee typically 
wishes to remain informed of the program’s progress and helps resolve 
escalated program issues that have a significant organizational impact.

If a steering committee is responsible for approving programs, and 
your program has been approved, documentation should be available 
about the decision to proceed. It is essential to review this material 
when you revisit why a program is going to be done over and over 
again, and you use this information to help keep sharp focus and con-
trol over scope. You should ask to see the business case, cost-benefit 
analysis, meeting notes or presentations specific to the program, and 
any other pertinent documentation. This information is used as a tool 

Become the industry market leader  

Increase market share in 2015 by
10% through simpli�ed order process

Simplify Order Entry Process for Clients: 
• Implement user-friendly self-service
   system 
• Streamlined order entry process 
• Improve user adoption — implement
   feedback mechanism 

Organizational
Strategy 

Program
Objectives 

Figure 1.3  Program Tie-In to Organizational Strategy
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in many key stakeholder conversations; it is helpful to pull this infor-
mation together and create a one-page summary highlighting the 
guiding principles of the program. This may then be used as a meet-
ing starter to remind stakeholders of program purpose.

1.1.2  Initiative Selection When There Is No Steering Committee

In less mature organizations, an executive steering committee process 
may not exist. In these cases, you may be asked to get involved earlier 
to help illustrate a potential program value as part of the initial selec-
tion process. You may be presented with a business problem and asked 
for options on how to solve the problem and/or to help develop the 
business case. This is where you put on a strategy-and-planning hat. 
Start by considering how the business problem relates to company 
strategy. If you do not see a clear connection, ask. It is your job as 
program manager to ask questions and to understand why a program 
is being pursued. If it does not make sense to you, it likely would not 
make sense to others and lead to misunderstanding and confusion.

1.1.3  Gathering Information—Interviewing Key Stakeholders

To get a handle on strategic fit, begin with the person (usually a senior 
leader) who seems to be driving the issue and has emerged as the 
potential program sponsor, and then talk to other key stakeholders. 
You should not be working from an exhaustive list of every possible 
stakeholder at this point; at the conceptual stage you generally focus 
on a shorter list of those who have both high interest and high influ-
ence level. If you are new to an organization and are unsure of who 
should be included in this short list, ask your program sponsor for a 
list of who should be interviewed up front.

Review the stakeholder power grid presented in Figure  1.4. In 
Chapter 3, there is a detailed discussion of the stakeholder quadrants 
that comprise the stakeholder power grid, but generally this group 
consists of senior-level leaders. You should begin with a brief conver-
sation with each key stakeholder highlighting a few key questions:

•	 What do you see as Program XYZ’s key goals and objectives?
•	 Why is this program being considered?
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•	 From your point of view, how do these goals fit in with the 
organizational strategy?

•	 Do you have any presentations or other documentation that 
I might review that will help me understand the goals of 
this initiative?

•	 Who else should I talk to in order to get a better understand-
ing of the program goals and organizational strategy?

1.1.4  Pulling It All Together

Once you have gathered program documentation and stakeholder 
input, look for conflicts, inconsistencies, or gaps. If there is no obvi-
ous or logical fit with organizational strategy, carefully push back. As 
a program manager, you are an expert with valuable business insight. 
This is one area where you should act as a strategic partner rather 
than a tactical expediter. Does the program address specific business 
problems tied to organizational strategy? If there is no official organi-
zational strategy, what are the major benefits the organization should 
expect to receive? For example, does the program drive revenue gener-
ation, provide cost savings, or meet regulatory requirements? If there 
are no obvious significant tangible benefits (benefits that are quanti-
fiable and easy to measure), it is your job to question again why the 
program is being pursued.

There may very well be programs that are pursued that do not 
tie directly to strategy and that are considered for other purposes. 

Low Interest,
High

In�uence 

Power Players:
High Interest,

High In�uence 

Low Interest,
Low In�uence

High Interest,
Low In�uence
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Figure 1.4  Stakeholder Power Grid
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For example, a program around boosting employee morale does not 
directly tie to revenue generation or cost savings, but the intangible 
benefits (“soft” benefits that are not easily quantifiable and may be 
more difficult to measure) may impact these areas; therefore, the pro-
gram may still be considered strategic. The point is to make sure you 
can pass the red-face test: Do you understand the business benefits 
coming from the program, and are you able to defend the program? 
One quick way to check yourself on this is to ask how you would feel 
about spending money on the program if it were your money and your 
company. Is there a clear business case? If there is not a clear business 
case for the program, it is difficult to have the level of support and 
sponsorship required for a successful implementation.

1.2  Providing Input to Stakeholders: Know When and How to Push

There may be times when you are strictly given a directive from the 
top to go run XYZ program, either through a steering committee 
process or through a particular executive-level program sponsor with-
out having the opportunity for input. This is a bit of a gray area; it is 
still OK to ask questions and push a little, but watch for both direct 
and indirect messages and body language and be ready to alter your 
approach and level of push based on your leader’s openness and appe-
tite for dialogue.

This is where the art of program management begins to come 
in—knowing when to push, how to ask questions, and when to pull 
back. There are several cues to look for to help you know when to 
back off or adjust your approach. Watch your stakeholder for these 
types of responses:

•	 Avoiding eye contact
•	 Shifting uncomfortably
•	 Having a defensive tone of voice
•	 Turning red and raising his or her tone of voice
•	 Giving vague responses

If you are noticing these things, you may be pushing too hard or 
being too abrasive. I have often witnessed program managers doing 
the right thing by asking questions but pushing too hard, resulting in 
driving the stakeholder away. In some cases, the stakeholder responds 
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to pushy questioning by viewing a program manager as a roadblock, 
and chooses to work around the program manager, which results in 
a completely inefficient operating model and almost guaranteed fail-
ure. It is essential to have a cooperative relationship with the program 
sponsor; you need to be able to have an open dialogue without being 
seen as an adversary. Here are a few suggestions as to how you can 
push back and ask questions in a non-offensive way. Try using this 
type of language when introducing questioning:

•	 “I am having a difficult time connecting this program with 
the organization’s strategy; can you help me better under-
stand how the two are linked? This will help me drive the 
appropriate messages from leadership as I meet with others 
on this program.”

•	 “I am new to Company XYZ and do not have my arms around 
how everything is connected just yet. Would you mind taking 
a few minutes to walk me through how you see this program 
fitting in with other key initiatives? What are the key drivers 
behind this program that I need to be aware of as I proceed?”

•	 “I reviewed the information you gave me on the organiza-
tion’s strategy and the business brief on this program, but I 
still have some questions. The expected benefits are listed as 
XYZ. In my experience with similar programs at other com-
panies, I have not seen these types of results. Can you help me 
understand the background and what sets this program apart 
to suggest these results may realistically be expected? What 
gives you confidence in these projections?”

In general, people want to be helpful. You are part of a larger team 
working toward the same end goals. By phrasing questions in such a 
way that highlights and acknowledges your experience and expertise, 
you can get more information which can in turn drive success. You 
also start building a trusting give-and-take relationship with your 
stakeholder. The more you can be in a situation where you are having 
a dialogue instead of taking directives, the more successful you will be 
at the end of the program. Ask questions, and sprinkle in information 
about your past experience to help build stakeholder confidence in 
your experience and abilities. Over time, you will become an advisor 
to the stakeholder and not just an order taker.
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1.2.1  Creating a Business Case

After productive conversations with your stakeholder to understand 
and confirm strategic fit, you may be asked to create a business case 
if one does not already exist. The format and level of detail will vary 
depending on the organization culture. Some organizations handle 
the business case as a high-level summary document, while others 
include volumes of detail. You should seek out past well-done exam-
ples at your organization to use as a guide. Regardless of the format, 
at a minimum the business case should document the business prob-
lems, goals and objectives (value proposition), alternative solutions, 
key assumptions and constraints (e.g., resources or timeline), and pro-
vide a cost-benefit analysis.

1.2.2  Estimating Cost Information

As a program manager, you may be asked to give estimated cost infor-
mation as an input into the business case. This can be quite difficult 
to determine with any degree of accuracy, as at the conception stage 
requirements are only very loosely defined. As always, start by ask-
ing if any estimate templates exist at your organization and look at 
similar actuals spent on completed programs whenever possible. One 
approach I have found that works well is to make a list of all the process 
areas impacted by the program and then estimate the total spending 
needed by rolling those dollars up for a total estimate. For example, in 
a program to consider an acquisition, you might include estimates for 
systems, manufacturing, purchasing, engineering, human resources 
(HR)/organization, and sales/marketing. Within each of these major 
areas, it is best to work with a subject matter expert and go down 
a level of detail estimating work for processes within each of these 
groupings. I tend to err on the side of caution and provide slightly 
inflated numbers, as requirements and scope almost always grow as 
the program becomes more defined.

There are a couple of ways to put together estimates. One good 
way is to estimate hours and use a blended hourly rate to come up 
with rough totals. To add cushion, you can either adjust hours up, or 
you can multiply the total by a percentage, depending on your level 
of confidence in the level of detail available around the requirements.
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For example, in a systems implementation you may be asked to 
prepare estimates for implementation of multiple modules of an appli-
cation suite; the program team will likely consist of a large program 
team composed of various resource types: business analysts, technical 
analysts, a group of developers, perhaps some testers or quality control 
resources, project managers, and other subject matter experts (com-
monly referred to as SMEs). Some of these resources may be internal 
and therefore have a known/fixed cost, while others may be contrac-
tors, which will result in a variable cost. (Different contractors have 
different rates and typically bill by the hour.) Because many of these 
details are unknown at the estimate stage, you should look at what 
you think the resource mix will likely be, based on internal resource 
availability and skillsets, and from there determine what a reasonable, 
blended hourly rate would be. As is often the case, you can use data 
from past programs to understand typical rates and resource blend at 
your organization and then draw from these data points to come up 
with your blended rate. For instance, if you believe you will have 50% 
of contractors who bill between $100 and $140 per hour, and 50% 
of internal resources whose internal time bills will be about $60 to 
$100 per hour, $100 per hour would be a reasonable number to use for 
estimates. You may now extrapolate an estimate by gathering hours 
(or days) of the estimated effort for the various deliverables from your 
subject matter experts and then applying the blended rate.

Oftentimes there are so many unknowns, it may be wise to add an 
additional buffer to the initial estimate. It is always better to come in a 
little under your estimate later than to go over your estimate. This con-
cept applies across industries, whether in a corporation or in a small 
service-type business. For example, I recently received quotes to have 
some work done in my home. The initial estimate provided was given 
as a range and was somewhat higher than I anticipated. Although a 
little disappointed with the initial figure, I moved forward with them 
based on research and referrals. It turned out that once I provided 
more detailed requirements, the estimate was refined and in the end 
was in line with my expectations. If the contractor had given me the 
lower number to start with to get me to sign, and the actuals were 
much higher, I would have been a dissatisfied stakeholder. Instead, 
I planned based on the higher number and was pleasantly surprised 
when actuals were a little bit lower. It is much better to be up front 
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about costs and disappoint on the front end. Doing it this way, you are 
setting stakeholder expectations rather than having a stakeholder be 
disappointed and missing expectations in the end.

As a program manager, I personally choose to add around 30% 
to most estimates. In some cases where requirements are incredibly 
vague, or in an organization where history has shown actuals consis-
tently far above initial estimates, I have even added 50% (and ended 
up right on target in the end). Use your best judgment here based 
on the specific environment and the unique set of circumstances at 
your organization.

1.2.3  Documenting Assumptions

It is of utmost importance to clearly document the assumptions that 
go into your estimate, especially those concerning scope and cost. All 
too often, a leader hears a figure, and that is the figure that sticks in 
his or her head for the remainder of the program. Always clearly state 
both verbally and through follow-up written documentation what your 
estimate is based on, and be up front that initial figures are high-level 
estimates based on limited information and are subject to change. If 
this message does not get across, you may have an extremely suc-
cessful implementation from a functionality standpoint but at a much 
higher cost, and the implementation would be considered a failure. 
Expectations about cost are already being set at this early stage, so I 
reiterate the importance of qualifying any initial estimates—commu-
nicate this early and often to ensure stakeholders understand and their 
expectations remain realistic.

A common pitfall is to have a preconceived number in your head 
and force fit estimates to match that number; oftentimes a stakeholder 
may have a particular budget in mind and may have shared that infor-
mation with you. The stakeholder may have a spoken or even an unspo-
ken expectation that you will make the budget fit within that figure. 
Do not fall into this trap. Put together estimates based upon the best 
data you have available. Your numbers may sound awful, but as long 
as you can provide rationale, that is OK. It is much better to be honest 
up front, and be completely transparent about scope and cost. If cost 
is the main driver, you may want to have alternative solutions with a 
smaller scope to present as a possibility. You should always remember 
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the triple constraint of time, cost, and scope/quality in addition to the 
impact on program benefits as you present alternatives (Figure 1.5).

If there are limitations in any of these areas, something has to give 
in one of the other areas. If the cost is constrained, you may have to 
reduce scope; if time is the constraint, you may have to throw extra 
resources in, thereby driving up cost. By presenting options, you may 
provide one option that shows the best estimate of cost and time hit-
ting all required scope (that is almost always a larger number than 
the stakeholder has in mind); another option (or options) that ties to 
the stakeholders’ desired budget, illustrating the pieces of the reduced 
requested scope that can be achieved within that budget; and perhaps 
another option that shows keeping stakeholders’ budget and scope in 
place but using a phased option that spans over a longer time period.

Again, you must be able to defend your numbers. You want to add 
some cushion, as stated earlier, but at the same time you do not want 
to be laughed out of the office. This is a time to use your go-to net-
work of subject matter experts. Bounce your numbers off of a trusted 
few and confirm your key assumptions. This expert input is invaluable 
in putting together defensible numbers. It is even better if there are 
similar programs or examples you can cite to explain your rationale 
to stakeholders when they react to the numbers. This builds confi-
dence in your expertise and approach. Invariably, the estimates are 
higher than what stakeholders hope for or expect—this is the next 
spot where it is crucial to level set-on expectations up front to avoid 
disappointment later.

Time Cost 

Scope/Quality

Figure 1.5  Triple Constraint
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1.2.4  Presenting Cost Estimates: Stakeholder Conversations

When presenting a business case or cost estimate, always do so in per-
son if possible (videoconference or conference call if necessary because 
of location constraints). Never send cost estimates in an e-mail with-
out having a conversation first. By having a conversation, you can 
judge reactions (once again, refer to body language signs, especially 
noting the tone of voice). In addition, you can answer questions, 
explain or elaborate on constraints and assumptions, describe your 
estimating process, and discuss alternatives. After you have had this 
critical conversation with your key stakeholders, follow up in writing, 
providing the numbers (again, including assumptions and constraints) 
and also addressing any concerns the stakeholders discussed. Here is a 
text sample for an e-mail:

John,

In a follow-up to our conversation today regarding Program XYZ, I 
have attached the cost estimates we reviewed. These estimates are based 
on the limited information we have today, and they reflect the follow-
ing assumptions:

•	 We will use internal resources, including specific subject mat-
ter experts.

•	 We will be able to leverage existing systems and processes.

If these assumptions do not hold true, the cost estimates may change. 
In addition, any increase to scope will lead to increased cost and time. 
The numbers provided today are a high-level estimate and are subject to 
change as we more precisely define the program.

I understand your concern about the availability of key resources. 
I will meet with the appropriate leaders to reiterate prioritization and 
gain formal commitment around timing and use of the required team 
members. As discussed, I will ask you to be part of any discussions if I 
hit any roadblocks. Other than that, we are ready to proceed to gover-
nance for review. If you have any further questions or concerns in the 
meantime, please let me know.

Thanks,

Amy
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1.2.5  Presenting the Business Case: Governance

In companies with a more mature operating model, you would 
most likely present these numbers formally in a governance meet-
ing. Chapter 2 goes into more detail concerning governance, but for 
now, the important practice to note is that you should never present 
program numbers for the first time in a governance meeting. Always 
talk to your key stakeholders and work out major disconnections and 
questions ahead of time, adjusting your message prior to presenting 
in a formal governance setting. There are a number of reasons for this 
approach, not the least of which is that you never want to put your 
stakeholders in an unexpected awkward position. If there is bad news, 
they need to know ahead of time so you may put up a united front. 
Remember, you are a team with the same goals, from a program level 
as well as at an organizational level. Going through everything with 
your stakeholder initially before a public setting will reinforce this 
partnership and help strengthen your business relationship.

1.3  Related Program Methodology

The Project Management Institute (PMI®), The Standard for Program 
Management, Third Edition (2013b) covers the area of program strat-
egy alignment as one of the five program management domains. This 
area is directly linked to the other four domain areas of program gov-
ernance, program life cycle management, program benefits manage-
ment, and program stakeholder engagement (PMI 2013b). All the 
domains are interrelated, and you will constantly be performing activ-
ities in support of all of these domains throughout your program. This 
approach is evident just in this chapter highlighting program strategy 
alignment, as all domains are discussed at some level.

1.4  Summary

In summary, effective stakeholder engagement begins with the 
first conversation; the more clearly program objectives are defined 
and understood, the smaller the gap between delivered results and 
expected results. To drive a successful program, you need to be able 
to gather and synthesize both hard data and conversational data. You 
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should be able to articulate and communicate goals and objectives as 
they fit into an organizational strategy, all the way down to program 
component goals and objectives. To come to an agreement on pro-
gram expectations, you may need to have difficult, critical conversa-
tions with key stakeholders about scope and cost, including initial 
estimates and alternative solutions. In order to get and keep stake-
holders engaged, you need to practice the art of program management 
as you work through these conversations. These initial conversations 
strengthen your business relationships, establish your expertise, and 
set the stage for a true partnership between you and your key stake-
holders. To help you through setting this foundation for a successful 
program, key tips include the following:

•	 If you are ever in doubt, ask questions. If it does not make 
sense to you, it will not make sense to others. It is always bet-
ter to ask a question rather than make an assumption.

•	 When considering financials, think about it from the per-
spective of spending your own money. Is there an appropriate 
balance between risk and reward?

•	 Always make people feel valued. Acknowledge expertise 
and knowledge—build a partnership with your stakeholders. 
Even if you are a consultant and brought in for your expertise, 
there is a lot to be learned from people who are familiar with 
an organization, its quirks, its politics, and its processes, and 
you cannot succeed without their help.

•	 Never present numbers for the first time in a large, formal meet-
ing. Validate numbers and be able to rationalize them; review 
them with key stakeholders ahead of any key decision-making 
meetings to work out any disconnects in a private setting.

Following these tips ensures the strong start you need to drive a suc-
cessful program. Now that you have established relationships with 
key stakeholders and have gathered and processed relevant organiza-
tional and program information, it is time to formalize the program 
through governance approval.
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2
Making Governance 

Work for You

With initial approval of your program, you are on your way—that is, 
until program governance. For major programs, governance cannot 
be avoided. There are two ways to deal with it. One option is to use 
it purely as a means to get through the required red tape. The other 
option is to use it as a platform to gain support for your program 
and work through related organizational conflict to ensure continued 
forward momentum. Using the second approach is one of the key 
differentiators between good program managers and great program 
managers. A successful program manager takes every opportunity to 
build relationships and move his or her program forward. This is one 
of the few times you have a captive audience of executive-level stake-
holders, and it should be fully exploited to assist in moving your pro-
gram forward in a positive and effective manner. Figure 2.1 depicts 
the different layers of what may be achieved in a governance meeting. 
A good program manager focuses on the bottom layers, checking off 
the box and getting all required approvals. This is not good enough. 
A strong program manager leverages governance reviews to achieve 
much more. Figure  2.1 illustrates the many layers of what may be 
achieved through governance. The bottom layer is the absolute mini-
mum, with an outcome of required approvals. The other layers build 
on top of what is minimally required, with a desired outcome of open 
dialogue to resolve issues and address rumors, and ultimately achieve 
management commitments to move your program forward. This 
chapter dives into how to achieve more than the base layer to turn 
governance into a useful tool to drive program success.
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2.1  Preparing for Governance

There is often a lot of formality and bureaucracy around program 
governance, which can be cumbersome and sometimes turn into a 
roadblock. This chapter touches on the formalities of governance, 
including some discussion of roles, but it primarily focuses on how to 
turn governance around from a burden to a benefit; in other words, 
make governance work for you.

I have clear memories of past governance meetings that went some-
thing like this: a large group of executive-level interested parties (or in 
some cases, not so interested) sit around a big table in a fancy conference 
room. The governance board members all have their arms crossed with 
sour looks on their faces, some leaning back in their chairs, attempting 
to look introspective. You walk in as the next program manager on the 
agenda, and a dozen or more sets of eyes stare you down. These are 
the same people you have just laughed with in the hallway or cafeteria 
an hour or two before, but this is different; this is governance after 
all. You proceed with presenting whatever documents are required for 
whichever particular “gate” you are on for your program, inexplica-
bly nervous and hoping the gathering sweat is not showing. After you 
present your information, there is that one person who always has a 
question; it could be an obvious question with an obvious answer, or 
it could be some obscure question around a minute detail. The rest of 
the participants may or may not have read your pre-filed documents, 
so you may not get too many questions. Depending on your answer to 
the question or questions from the designated interrogator, there is a 
vote, and you either get approval or you get a list of additional informa-
tion to gather, resulting in a follow-up governance meeting. The silence 
resumes while the eyeballs follow you out the door. I can assure you, 
this is not the most effective way to deal with governance, and this 

Layer 4 • Gain Management Commitments 

Layer 3 • Open Dialogue/Address Rumors 

Layer 2 • Recon�rm Program Goals and 
Discuss/Resolve Escalated Issues 

Layer 1 • Gain Required Phase-Gate Approvals 

Figure 2.1  Maximizing Program Governance Sessions
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type of governance is not doing anything to really enhance forward 
momentum of your program. So what should you do differently?

2.1.1  Governance Pre-Meetings

I am not a big fan of unnecessary meetings (see Chapter 8 on running 
effective meetings). The most offensive unnecessary meeting is the 
meeting about a meeting—what a waste of time! The one exception to 
this is when it comes to preparing for governance. You should go into 
governance confident you will get approval. You should not be sur-
prised by any of the questions, and you should have answers prepared. 
With proper preparation, you may quickly take care of the red tape 
piece of the governance meeting, and use the time and captive audi-
ence in a more effective way, turning the governance agenda into your 
own personal agenda to accomplish what you need to keep driving 
your program forward. These pre-meetings provide valuable informa-
tion necessary to ensure a successful governance meeting outcome, 
including understanding organizational context, uncovering potential 
roadblocks, and confirming positioning.

2.1.2  Organizational Research—Meet with Other Program Managers

The first pre-meeting should focus on understanding how governance 
works at your organization. Once again, it is beneficial to talk to other 
program and project managers who have been through the governance 
process at your company. The following are some key questions to ask 
when you talk to them:

•	 Describe the governance process.
•	 What are the review/approval points (ask for process doc-

umentation if it exists)?
•	 Who typically participates?
•	 Is there a particular person (or people) who tends to ask 

questions? What types of questions are typical?
•	 What is the level of detail expected?
•	 What is the environment like? (For example, is it a board-

room scenario like the one described above, or is it more 
laid back?)
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•	 What is the governance culture? Does everything pretty 
much get approved? What is the level of scrutiny?

•	 Is there anything I need to know from a political stand-
point? What are the roles of those involved, and who are 
the real decision makers?

•	 Ask for examples where a program or project was not approved 
at a phase gate review, and gather information on why there 
was a denial.

•	 Ask for examples where a program received approval. Gather 
sample documentation for those successful examples.

Once you have an idea of what to expect, you may prepare the appro-
priate documents at the right level of detail to ensure approval.

2.1.3  Stakeholder Pre-Meetings

The next step is to meet with your key stakeholders. It makes sense to 
have a meeting ahead of the actual governance meeting. Frequently, 
you are asked to present budget numbers at these meetings; you may 
also be asked to provide documentation such as business requirements 
and a high-level program roadmap or even component project plans. 
Depending on your organization’s requirements, you should have all 
of these documents prepared and reviewed with your program spon-
sor ahead of time.

One of the mantras I repeat over and over again is “no surprises.” 
You should never surprise your program sponsor in a formal gover-
nance meeting. The program sponsor needs to know what you are 
going to present and at what level of detail. The program sponsor 
should understand and support the information to be presented before 
you ever step foot into that boardroom. Your program sponsor is your 
biggest advocate; you should treat each other as partners, supporting 
one another through the process. If you surprise your sponsor, he or 
she is put on the spot, and it is usually quite obvious. You then appear 
unprepared, and your sponsor looks unprepared and loses face as well. 
This does irreparable damage to your business relationship with the 
program sponsor as well as other participating executives, undermin-
ing respect for your knowledge and capabilities.
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You should base your pre-meeting with your program sponsor on 
the data points required for approval. You should know what these 
data points are from your previous peer-level discussions, as outlined 
earlier. In general, depending on what phase of the program you are in, 
you should cover at a minimum the scope, budget, timeline, resources, 
and key assumptions/constraints. In addition, use this opportunity to 
review program benefits, particularly in how they align with organi-
zational objectives. It is a good idea to pre-file your draft governance 
documents with your sponsor and highlight any areas in which there 
may be dissenting opinions. You should let your sponsor know where 
you need support (e.g., there is often an issue with resource constraints). 
If there is a particular resource set you believe is required to hit aggres-
sive timelines, let your sponsor know that, and provide the rationale. If 
you are unable to garner the support to get the resources you need on 
your own, the program sponsor may be able to influence the outcome 
using political clout. The sponsor wants to see the program be success-
ful too, as he or she has a major stake in the success or failure of the 
program. This is why it is important to make sure your sponsor knows 
what is needed, why it is needed, and how he or she can help. Armed 
with this information, the sponsor is best equipped to negotiate and 
can help you get what you need to drive a successful program.

In a situation where you have a limitation that needs to be acknowl-
edged or resolved, you may choose to show two timelines: one that 
goes farther out keeping the constraint as is, and another that shows 
the timeline if the constraint is addressed. Following the example 
above where you do not have a commitment for the required resource 
set, you may choose to show one timeline that goes farther out, using 
a broader set of resources, and one that is more aggressive but uses 
key subject matter experts. The committee can then discuss priori-
tization of resources organizationally and understand the impact on 
individual programs.

It is important not to be pressured into agreeing to tighter time-
lines without constraints being resolved. In the example above, the 
worst thing you could do is present the tighter timeline without hav-
ing key resources committed—the resources are likely to get allocated 
to another high-profile program, and now you are in trouble. The idea 
here is to use the governance pre-work time to highlight potential 
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issues, discuss options, and determine and agree upon an approach. 
Your sponsor may be fine with the longer timeline, or he or she may 
agree to push for organizational support to prioritize your program 
and gain resource commitments. By acting as a team, you are able 
to drive decision points and key agreements at governance meetings. 
Making promises that cannot be kept may get you out of hot water 
in one particular meeting but always leads to failure and disappointed 
stakeholders in the end. These types of discussions are tough, but they 
are necessary. As a program manager, it is your job to facilitate these 
discussions and negotiate through constraint options until an agree-
ment is reached.

2.1.4  Meeting with “The Interrogator”

In addition to meeting with your program sponsor ahead of gover-
nance, you should have a brief discussion with the person (or persons) 
who typically ask(s) the most questions at governance—this role I 
refer to as “the Interrogator.” A few days after you have pre-filed gov-
ernance documentation (but at least a couple of days before the actual 
governance meeting), you should have a quick call or meeting with 
this person, perhaps over coffee if you have the opportunity to do so. 
(In my experience, a more casual environment tends to lend itself to 
more open conversation.) Simply ask these interrogators if they had a 
chance to review the paperwork (the person who fills this role typi-
cally does read the paperwork, and in great detail), and if they have 
any concerns or if anything stood out to them. Then, let them talk. 
You may be able to answer some of their questions on the spot, while 
others may require a little research. By knowing if there are concerns, 
allows you to do any needed research or gather extra details to be able 
to handle questions when you get into the formal governance meeting.

You have met with your program sponsor, received agreement/
understanding on key points (scope, timeline, cost, resources, and 
assumptions/constraints), completed your recon meeting with the 
interrogator, and have the data you need to answer anticipated ques-
tions. You have pre-filed final drafts of governance documentation 
per your organization’s requirements (meeting the “red tape” require-
ment), and have a hard copy in front of you in case there are any tech-
nology issues. You are now ready to enter the room.
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2.2  Governance Survival

2.2.1  Setting the Tone

When you go in, if you are faced with a somber or semi-hostile envi-
ronment, the first thing you should do is attempt to lighten the mood. 
You should be a little careful in how you do this; you do not want to 
seem flippant or seem as though you are not taking governance seri-
ously. I have at times actually told a room to “lighten up” (with a smile 
of course), but this was in a case where I knew everyone and had a 
good-standing relationship with them. If you are new to a company or 
are a consultant going to your first governance meeting, I would not 
recommend opening with a comment like “lighten up.” Follow your 
gut as to what level of casualness is tolerable, based on the organiza-
tion and the audience. A non-offensive comment that I have used to 
fill dead silence before starting is the standard, “How about those 
Cubbies?” (Fill in your favorite local sports team.) That usually gets 
a few smiles or at least a comment or two. If you know about par-
ticular interests the group has, talk about those things—a little light 
conversation helps ease tension and is a good reminder that both the 
presenter and those being presented to are indeed human.

2.2.2  Getting through Approvals

In the meeting, there is typically a set agenda to get through the 
required approvals. You should start with a walk through the required 
documents, providing further details where needed. To figure out 
where more explanation is needed, watch body language. People may 
be nodding (hopefully nodding “yes” not nodding off; I have seen 
both!), or they may be sitting back making a “thinking” face. If you 
see the thinking face, call that person out, in a non-threatening way. 
Say something like, “Mike, you look like you may have a question or 
concern; what is on your mind?” A few other signals to look for: They 
may be turning red (anger sign), or tapping their pen, or making some 
other “I am unhappy” signal. In this case, you could say something 
like, “Joe, it seems like you may not be in agreement on this; what 
are your concerns?” The idea here is to not just be a presenter but to 
engage the group in conversation; make them a part of the plan and 
contributors to the program approach. Again, this is an opportunity 
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to engage your stakeholders to garner support as well as to uncover, 
discuss, and resolve constraints.

In general, your tone should be friendly, and you should speak with 
confidence. Because you have done all of your pre-work, this should 
not be a problem, as you should be quite confident in your knowledge, 
data, approach, and support from your program sponsor. If there is 
dissention, avoid being harsh or confrontational—again, make it a 
dialogue. Listen to concerns, repeat them back, and then provide an 
appropriate response addressing the stated concerns. If you need sup-
port, ask your program sponsor directly to participate. (Ideally, your 
stakeholder will do this without prompting.) If you do not have the 
answer to a question, be honest about it. You should never make up 
an answer to a question; state that you need to follow up on the ques-
tion, and commit to a date and method of follow-up. For example, you 
could say, “Unfortunately I do not have the detailed subject matter 
expertise myself to answer that question, but I can talk to the team 
and get you the information you need. I will call you by the end of the 
week with the answer to your question.”

2.2.3  Optimize Governance to Your Advantage

Once you make it through the official “agenda” and either receive 
approval or a request for follow-up with a scheduled future review, use 
the remaining time to discuss any other issues that have been identified 
by you or your team. The governance board members may not ask ques-
tions, but you should ask questions yourself. Ask the group, “What else 
can I share?” or “What other questions or concerns are out there?” If you 
are met with silence, lob a discussion point out there. If you have heard 
questions or comments through the grapevine, throw the topic(s) out 
there on the table and address concerns point blank, without pointing 
fingers or stating names. As a program manager you frequently gather 
information from various people who “hear things”—this may be a 
good forum to address those types of issues immediately. For example, 
there may be outcomes from high-level strategy meetings that have a 
direct impact on your program. These decisions may be shared with 
people who participate in the new initiative, but commonly, these deci-
sions are not immediately shared across the organization. Any time 
a new initiative is introduced or there is a reprioritization, there may 
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be a significant impact on existing programs. Unfortunately, executive 
stakeholders may not be aware of these impacts when making deci-
sions about what they may see as unrelated programs. In this scenario, 
governance meetings are a good opportunity to discuss at a high level 
what this new program is and understand any constraints or conflicts 
the new initiative may put on your program. As another example, there 
are frequently certain subject matter experts who are sought out for 
involvement with strategic initiatives. If your deadlines are based on 
the use of those subject matter experts, and they are now going to be 
pulled in another direction, there needs to be a discussion and agree-
ment around prioritization. If the new initiative is deemed the priority, 
that impacts your program, and a new baseline should be created. All 
the key stakeholders must understand and agree to the new timeline. 
In my experience, one of the top reasons that programs fail is a reluc-
tance to tell senior leadership that timelines are going to change. A 
clear picture must be painted of the ramifications of certain business 
decisions, or the expectation is that the program will stay on the same 
scope/cost/time path with no impact.

In another example, I once ran a program with a “rogue” program 
sponsor. We had agreed on deliverables and time frames and had 
resources committed and a plan to execute. The team was working at 
full capacity to meet aggressive goals. In the meantime, the program 
sponsor participated in various meetings with executive board mem-
bers, who had some new goals in mind that included increased scope to 
my program. Unfortunately, the program sponsor committed to those 
goals without discussion or reprioritization of existing work. This may 
sound familiar to you—a high-level executive making decisions with-
out all of the necessary data points, which does not usually have a good 
outcome. I heard about these additional promised deliverables from a 
team member who heard it through the grapevine (a prime example of 
using social networks to gain important information—more on social 
networks in Chapter 3). I was fairly confident that this was a deci-
sion made solely by this particular program sponsor, and that the other 
governance board members were not aware of these commitments. In 
this case, I first had a discussion with the program sponsor. I voiced 
my concerns and let him know I wished to discuss the concerns as a 
group so that all the stakeholders would understand the impacts, and 
that I would bring the concerns up as a discussion point in governance. 
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By having this discussion first, I avoided surprising my program spon-
sor, improving the chances of a productive session rather than having 
a surprised sponsor feeling like he was on the defensive. Once in the 
governance meeting, after the run-through of the agenda, I plainly 
stated, “I have recently learned about some new potential program 
deliverables; I would like to discuss the requested change in scope, 
prioritization, and how it impacts other deliverables.” That then led to 
an open dialogue of what was promised and why, followed by discus-
sion of feasibility. The result was an agreement to complete high-level 
time and cost estimates for the increased scope and present options at 
a following meeting. In the end, the program sponsor had to go back 
to the executive board members and explain that the deliverables he 
requested could not be completed in his desired time frame because 
of preceding required deliverables. That was a pretty tough conversa-
tion for the program sponsor, again underscoring the importance of 
working together as a team. After this situation, I made an adjustment 
to how I managed this particular stakeholder. I learned that I needed 
to stay in daily contact with him, and also relied heavily on my social 
network to let me know if anyone heard of anything going off track. By 
using this approach, I could proactively course correct, thereby avoid-
ing disappointing executive board members. This example underscores 
the importance of having tight business relationships, as well as having 
a substantial informal network of co-workers.

2.2.4  Using Soft Skills to Manage Conflict

In a situation like the one discussed above, things sometimes get con-
tentious. As a program manager, it is important to be able to dissolve 
conflict. When things get heated, remind the group that everyone in 
the room essentially has the same goals. (If this is not true, there is 
a larger issue—a misalignment on strategic goals, back to Chapter 
1.) If needed, pull up your illustration showing program goals and 
relationship to organizational strategy. With the entire board present, 
this is an appropriate time to remind the group of program goals and 
reconfirm the agreement if necessary. With an agreement around the 
goals, it is easier to drive a focused discussion around possible solu-
tions where there is conflict.
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You must have open, direct communication with your stakehold-
ers, and in the case where scope, cost, time, or benefits may change, 
it is best to have all the key stakeholders together to make sure they 
all agree or at least understand why there are changes. It is critical 
for the program manager to continually manage stakeholder expecta-
tions; rather than being a hindrance, governance is a vehicle to allow 
you to do this.

In addition to answering board members’ questions to pass gover-
nance, and dealing with rumors head on, the governance meeting is 
an opportunity to get any other escalated items addressed. Following 
the earlier example, if your resource pool changes because of compet-
ing initiatives, this is an opportunity to address that concern. You 
may need an agreement from this group to get additional resources, 
potentially resulting in an increase to program cost. Alternatively, you 
may need reconfirmation from the team on resource prioritization, 
and a commitment from the governance board to address and correct 
the resource shift to keep your resource pool intact. Again, this is an 
opportunity for dialogue and a great venue to get a quick resolution 
to escalated issues.

It is easy to see from just a couple of example scenarios that gov-
ernance is treacherous and requires a lot of negotiation skills just to 
get through the approvals. This is a prime example of where the “soft 
skills” of program management come into play. Being able to fill out 
a program plan and manage tasks is not what makes a program man-
ager great; it is being able to act as a conductor and make all of the 
pieces work together, constantly making any needed adjustments. The 
program manager must employ many of these skills throughout the 
program, but especially through the governance process. These skills 
include facilitation, negotiation, political savvy, conflict resolution, 
and leveraging business relationships (Figure 2.2).

As a program manager, you need to “read the crowd” and make 
adjustments as the governance meeting moves along, using the skills 
outlined above. By being completely transparent in your communi-
cation, operating with a “no surprises” philosophy, and leading the 
group in open, non-confrontational dialogue, you optimize the time 
spent in governance while simultaneously gaining respect from gover-
nance board members, and strengthening business relationships.
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2.3  Related Program Methodology

From a program methodology standpoint, the Project Management 
Institute’s (PMI) The Standard for Program Management, Third 
Edition (2013b) covers the area of program governance as one of the 
five program management domains. This area is directly linked to 
the other four domain areas of program strategy alignment, program 
life cycle management, program benefits management, and program 
stakeholder engagement (PMI 2013b). Governance, along with the 
other program management domains, occurs throughout the life of 
the program. In high-level terms, “Program Governance covers the 
systems and methods by which a program and its strategy are defined, 
authorized, monitored, and supported by its sponsoring organization” 
(PMI 2013b, p. 51). The Standard for Program Management dedicates 
an entire chapter to defining this domain, with a detailed description 
of roles, responsibilities, and typical processes, and is a good reference 
to gain basic knowledge of this domain.

2.4  Summary: A Step-by-Step Guide to Maximize Governance

In summary, to maximize the effectiveness of governance sessions to 
best move your program forward (that is, make governance work for 
you), follow this step-by-step approach:

Program
Manager 

Negotiation 

Con�ict
Resolution

Political SavvyFacilitation

Leveraging
Business

Relationships 

Figure 2.2  Program Management Soft Skills for Successful Governance Outcomes
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•	 Step 1: Prepare—Know what you need to get through gover-
nance meeting approvals, as well as what you want to get out 
of the meeting yourself. Be sure to discuss these points with 
your program sponsor in advance of the meeting.

•	 Step 2: Relax—Go in with a smile, make conversation to ease 
up any tension in the room.

•	 Step 3: Have an open dialogue—Be transparent in your 
answers to stakeholder questions, and address rumors directly 
in a non-confrontational manner.

•	 Step 4: Reconfirm the agreement on the goals if there are 
divergent opinions.

•	 Step 5: Ask for help where you need management support, 
and obtain any needed commitments.

•	 Step 6: Thank the board for their time, go home, and relax, 
knowing you made great progress on the program and in 
strengthening business relationships.
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3
Identifying Stakeholders

The “Hidden” Organization Chart

Every organization has one—a “hidden” organization chart. This is 
not an actual chart of hierarchical lines and boxes, but a network of 
the people who are the true drivers (or roadblocks) of progress. It is 
simple to identify the stakeholders as identified on a chart; in fact, 
most of your key stakeholders are identified in this way. It is impor-
tant to keep those stakeholders engaged, but it is perhaps even more 
important to identify those stakeholders who are less obvious. With 
a little digging you may uncover key influencers who may make or 
break your program. Tapping into this extended network of people is 
another area that elevates program manager performance. You should 
make the effort to find people who have broad experience and who 
can help “connect the dots.” Glean as much information as possible 
from them, and learn what other interested parties there may be out-
side of your program sponsor and direct program team. These people 
must not be ignored and, in fact, should be incorporated into the pro-
gram team at least in an informal manner. It can definitely happen 
that those initially identified as key stakeholders do not have the most 
influence on the program, and that there are other agendas and inter-
ested parties who can and do influence program success.

This chapter focuses on identifying stakeholders and understand-
ing how to engage them in your program. There is some discussion 
on identifying the program team, but the majority of the chapter is 
devoted to learning how to uncover the “hidden” organization chart, 
and engaging those key stakeholders to help move your program for-
ward in an efficient and effective way. A few simple tools are intro-
duced as well to help synthesize all of the information you gather:
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•	 Social network maps
•	 Responsibility matrix (RACI: responsible, accountable, con-

sulted, informed)
•	 Power map

Before diving into tools, however, let us walk through how to identify 
the extended program organization chart.

3.1  Building Your Program “House”

The first step in identifying key stakeholders for your program is to 
begin with the obvious, confirming your program team. This is the 
group of people who will be hands on in some way and who share 
accountability and responsibility in successful execution of the pro-
gram. I typically create a one-page pictorial showing the program 
team, starting at the top with the program sponsor and executive 
steering committee members, a middle layer showing a lead for each of 
the major projects within the program, and a base layer showing those 
team members who span across the program such as those involved 
with change management. This picture can be enhanced to include 
information about frequency of communication and serves as a great 
summary slide for team members of the individual project teams so 
they understand how their part fits into the bigger picture. It may also 
be used as an introduction slide as new team members are brought on 
through the course of the program. Figure 3.1 presents an example.

If you are unsure who your program team members are, start with 
a conversation with the program sponsor to find out who the key play-
ers are. It is always better to ask than to assume. Even if you are fairly 
confident about who goes where on your chart, it is good to validate 
your assumptions with the program sponsor. This is an opportunity to 
confirm alignment with your primary stakeholder.

Your program sponsor may only be able to help with the top level; 
you may need to then go to the business leads for each of the work 
streams to get to the next level of responsibility. Try to avoid leaving 
any spot as “to be determined.” At a minimum, you should work to 
gain commitment for an interim team member. Remember, anywhere 
there is no one responsible leaves a gap, which leads to a compounding 
negative impact on the program.
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Once you have completed these brief meetings and can complete 
the picture of your program “house” and have received agreement 
from your program sponsor, you have your core program team estab-
lished and know who you should communicate with the most often. 
This is a necessary step and gives you a strong foundation for moving 
forward, but this is the easy part. Your next step is to dig into the 
organization and understand all of the moving parts and how those 
not on the actual program organization chart fit into your house.

3.2  Finding Power Influencers

To elevate your performance as program manager, you need to uncover 
and tap into all available resources. Every organization has a network of 
people who really know how things work and how to get things done. 
These are not necessarily the same people who are in charge. It is worth 
taking the time to understand who is whom and who knows what, and 
then use that information for the benefit of your program. There are a 
few formal and informal ways to identify this group. In this discussion, 
I start with the most informal approach and then move to a more struc-
tured approach. Each situation requires one or more of these tactics, 
depending on the complexity of the organization and the program.
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3.2.1  Tapping into the Organization—Coffee Chats

I know I have received a few looks from people who got the impres-
sion that I am always in the café drinking coffee. They are right. What 
they do not necessarily understand is that all of those trips to the café 
are an essential part of a program manager’s job. (Our job is sounding 
pretty glorious right now.) The coffee chat is a powerful tool. People 
tend to relax and talk more freely outside of the four walls of their 
office or cubicle. Talks over coffee lead to vital information, for exam-
ple, helping to understand relationships, historical influences, and 
other connections. Your role as a program manager is not unlike that 
of party host in a sense. You need to know who knows whom, who 
has common interests and might benefit from being introduced, and 
any history between guests so you can orchestrate a successful party.

You can use this technique through the course of the program, but 
I use it most heavily in the early stages. I usually start with those iden-
tified in my program house, beginning with key stakeholders. Rule 
number one, I always offer to buy their coffee—it is amazing how 
much people appreciate a free beverage or snack. I typically spend a 
little time beginning to form a business relationship if it is someone I 
am just meeting for the first time. I start the conversation by giving a 
high-level overview of my role and then asking them to describe their 
roles. Getting an idea of their history with the company may help 
make connections, both in gaining potential references for additional 
people to talk to as well as understanding their viewpoints and any 
biases they may have. If you are new to a company or coming in as a 
consultant, it is important to always be respectful of tenure and his-
tory. You should be assertive and want to come across as knowledge-
able and as someone who has valuable input, but first you need to take 
the time to stop and listen. These early conversations provide you with 
invaluable information. I learned this lesson the hard way when meet-
ing with a key stakeholder who had decades of tenure. He asked my 
opinion about something, and I gave it flat out without first gathering 
background information. The stakeholder got quite angry with me 
and started lecturing about commitments and assumptions. What I 
should have done was ask the appropriate questions to gather back-
ground information before blurting out an opinion based on partial 
information. Once I understood the background (commitments had 
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previously been made between individuals who were in the organiza-
tion I was brought in to manage), I was able to negotiate a solution 
that satisfied everyone.

With basic introductions made and background information 
obtained, it makes sense to move on to high-level program goals and 
scope to ensure a common starting point and base understanding. The 
one-page picture showing your program and how it relates to com-
pany strategy that was discussed in Chapter 1 may be used here as a 
starting point. This information may be redundant for key stakehold-
ers who have been involved since the beginning; if this is the case, 
tailor your approach to include as much or as little detail as appropri-
ate. What you really want to get out of these particular conversations 
with key stakeholders is a list of people who you need to know to get 
your job done effectively. Therefore, focus on questions directed to 
stakeholders in these sessions. Some questions you can ask include 
the following:

•	 Who have you worked with in the past on initiatives related 
to XYZ (e.g., business area or process area)?

•	 How is this initiative related to other programs in the organi-
zation, and who is running those related programs?

•	 When you have questions on XYZ, who do you go to when 
you need answers?

•	 Who in the organization do you turn to for advice on XYZ?
•	 Have there been similar initiatives to this one at this organi-

zation in the past? And in relation to similar initiatives:
•	 Who were the key players in those initiatives?
•	 Were there any individuals who put up roadblocks? What 

were those roadblocks? Do you think those same people 
will be supporters of this initiative, or do I need to work to 
gain their support?

•	 In your opinion, were those initiatives successful? If not, 
who can I talk to about lessons learned?

•	 Who else do you think it is important for me to talk to about 
this program? Can you think of anyone who may have con-
cerns about this initiative?

By the end of each conversation, you should have a list of names of 
additional people to meet with to get even more insight as to the 
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challenges you can expect and who best to work with to avoid or deal 
with those challenges.

At the end of these meetings, there are two things you should 
always do: First, let your stakeholder know that you intend to set up 
meetings with those identified, and confirm that it is OK for you to 
do so, using his or her name in your introduction. In some cases, it 
may make sense to have an in-person introduction to someone who 
was identified, with your key stakeholder doing the introduction 
(e.g., if it is suggested you meet with a high-level executive). If this is 
needed, confirm that your stakeholder is willing to do this and his or 
her preferences about how it should be handled. (Should you set up 
the meeting, or is this something your stakeholder handles?) Second, 
always thank the stakeholder for his or her time, and let your stake-
holder know you appreciate the help and input.

3.2.2  More Coffee—Identifying the Next Layer of Stakeholders

Once you have completed meetings with the program team and have 
established a list of additional people to talk to, you should schedule 
more conversations. Some of the best information comes from those 
not on your program team but those who have worked on initiatives 
that are similar or related in some way. At this next level of coffee 
chats it is time to buy coffee again. This effort involves those who may 
not be as familiar with your program since they are not on the actual 
program team, at least not at this point. Again, it makes sense to 
begin with a high-level overview of your role and ask them to describe 
theirs, including their history with the company. Next, review high-
level program goals and scope, again using the one-page strategy pic-
ture as a starting point. Once a base understanding of the program is 
established, let them know you would like to get their perspectives, in 
particular gathering information about who is whom in the organiza-
tion and any tips on who to go to in order to get things done. At this 
level, the questions should be a little more specific, for example,

•	 For XYZ (e.g., business group, process area, or application), 
who are your “go to” people?

•	 Have you worked on similar initiatives in the past? If not, do 
you know of others in the organization who have?
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•	 Given the scope of this project, who else should I talk to?
•	 Can you think of anyone who may be concerned about this 

initiative? (This question should be asked at all levels, as the 
perspective definitely varies between management and the 
trenches, and all viewpoints have merit.)

Again, close the meeting by thanking them for their time and letting 
them know you appreciate and value their input. Ask them if they 
would be open to have further conversations as the program moves 
along, and determine their level of interest in receiving regular com-
munications on the progress of the program. The focus of this ini-
tial meeting is to get a list of names, but there is a lot more useful 
information to be gained through a mutual, ongoing positive business 
relationship. Along those lines, it is important in this initial meeting 
to make a statement of reciprocation. Any good business relationship 
goes both directions. Let them know that you are happy to help them 
in the future if they need it (and then back those promises up with 
action—always make time to help those who have helped you).

You now have an even longer list of names, and you get the drill by 
now; it is time for more coffee. Continue this process until you feel 
you have hit all the major players and key subject matter experts. As 
you have these conversations, it is likely that you will begin to hear 
the same names provided over and over. You need to take the time to 
get to know those individuals; they know the history, the potential 
roadblocks, the politics, and how to get things done. In many orga-
nizations these individuals really make or break the success of major 
programs. This informal network is your “hidden” organization chart. 
Although they may not be directly on the program team and may 
not have boxes and lines on your program team organization chart, 
they do have influence and valuable input and are an essential part of 
your extended team. As such, it may be beneficial to keep a registry 
of these subject matter experts (SMEs) to use as a reference to know 
who to pull into conversations as issues arise.

For a program that is relatively centralized, my primary method of 
establishing and growing my business network and ensuring that I 
have the right people involved from the beginning is to have in-person 
meetings. Meeting in person is the best way to grow those relation-
ships and witness the dynamic of the team members. Given today’s 
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global and virtual environment, this is not always possible. You can-
not have coffee over the phone, but you can still have a good discus-
sion. If you cannot meet in person, a videoconference is the next best, 
followed by a conference call. It is least desirable to send out requests 
for names of potential stakeholders via e-mail, and it is difficult to 
gain all of the additional information that comes with having an 
actual conversation. When possible try to have at least one in-person 
meeting with all key stakeholders. Establishing that base relationship 
makes a major difference, and people are generally more cooperative 
when they have a face to put with that voice they hear over the phone 
all of the time. It all comes back around to the same concept; to run a 
successful program you must get out of your cubicle.

3.2.3  Social Network Tools

As a complementary tool to the method above, there are other ways to 
find those hidden individuals who can help make connections or pro-
vide perspective. One of these methods is to tap into social network 
tools. More and more companies are beginning to have their own 
business-focused collaboration sites mimicking popular sites where 
you can create knowledge groups or share posts. Whether or not this 
is truly a strong source of information largely depends on the organi-
zation. I have worked in organizations where individuals were hesitant 
to participate in such groups because of the stigma that if someone 
has time to create posts on a social media site, they must not have 
enough work to do. Also, depending on the organization and culture, 
individuals may not be as forthright in providing true opinions in an 
online forum as they would be in a personal conversation. Having 
said all this, there are organizations that are using social media suc-
cessfully. It may not be your go-to tool for everything, but it may be a 
viable option for identifying SMEs. One option is to just peruse post-
ings and see who is active and who may have the background related 
to your program, then contact that person (buy coffee), and go from 
there. You could also try creating a post and ask for advice on whom 
to talk to for various areas and information. The potential for suc-
cess in identifying the right people through this method again varies 
based on company culture. This is a good add-on approach to ensure 
that you have a complete list of stakeholders and SMEs.
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3.2.4  Organizational Network Analysis

For a highly complex program spanning across a large organization, it 
may be worth the effort to complete a formal organizational network 
analysis (ONA), which uses mathematical algorithms to map relation-
ships and information flow between people and groups within the 
organization. This is also sometimes referred to as social network anal-
ysis (SNA). ONA expert Rob Cross states, “Organizational Network 
Analysis (ONA) can provide an x-ray into the inner workings of an 
organization—a powerful means of making invisible patterns of infor-
mation flow and collaboration in strategically important groups vis-
ible” (Cross 2009, http://www.robcross.org). ONA produces a visual 
depiction of the organization that can be used to understand the links 
between people and groups, and the strength of those links, provid-
ing a relational view rather than the hierarchical view that is found in 
typical organization charts. There is a lot of valuable information in a 
visual such as this one, and you may be able to do the following:

•	 Identify “hubs” where the most activity is concentrated.
•	 Identify potential bottlenecks and/or potential areas of failure.
•	 Discover outliers or peripheral stakeholders that may have 

untapped knowledge.
•	 Discover where it may be beneficial to create a new connec-

tion where one does not currently exist.

Figure 3.2 presents a sample hierarchical organization chart compared 
to a simplified organizational network map as shown in Figure 3.3.

A couple of observations can be made by looking at the organiza-
tional network map in Figure 3.3. Looking at the flow of informa-
tion, it is obvious from this illustration that “Zumba” is a hub. With 
information flowing from so many different areas through Zumba, 
if Zumba gets hit by a bus and no longer works for the company, 
there will be a noticeable gap. Also, of Ambler’s four direct reports in 
the traditional organization chart, only two are shown to be promi-
nent with regard to information flow with Ambler (who is ultimately 
accountable), Townsend and Sandman. Further, the program man-
ager in this illustration, Finn, is not directly connected to either 
Townsend or Sandman. A smart next step for this program manager 
would be to work on establishing a tighter business relationship with 
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Townsend and Sandman. This helps alleviate the risk associated with 
a possible Zumba departure, as well as ensures that the right infor-
mation is being communicated to the power players who have a high 
interest and influence on the program.

To get an accurate depiction of relationships and information flow 
in your organization (or between groups involved in your program), 
you have to be able to procure good data. The feasibility of perform-
ing an ONA successfully is largely dependent on the organizational 
culture and on time. In a culture with a low level of trust, it may be 
difficult to get people to state the true picture in writing for fear of 
repercussions to themselves or to co-workers. It is important to handle 
the data carefully, ensuring complete confidentiality, as well as to have 
complete transparency in what/how/where the data are shared. It is 
a good practice to explain how the data are to be used, as employees 
may feel threatened and have concerns about providing information. 
You may even want to include a disclaimer stating that the data will 
not be used as part of employee evaluations but will only be used to 
improve program communications and effectiveness of the team.

3.2.5  Creating an Organizational Network Analysis

To implement an ONA for your program, there are six high-level steps:

Step 1: Define the scope and approach
What is the goal of completing the ONA for your program? 

Who will be surveyed, and what information are you try-
ing to uncover? While some organizations may choose to 
do this exercise for an entire organization, as a program 

Zumba

Ambler 

Connors 

Peterson 

Stanley 

Martin 

Rocket 

Sanders 

Finn Christenson 

Townsend Sandman 

Perkins 

Parker 

Stevenson 

Bowman 

Figure 3.3  Simplified Organizational Network Analysis Map
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manager it makes sense to understand stakeholders rela-
tive to your program and to limit the analysis to those 
groups/departments/people related to the program. At 
this point, you should also begin thinking about how the 
survey should be communicated. This must be handled 
delicately as discussed earlier, or it is likely that you will 
get usable information.

Step 2: Design a survey
During survey design, you should determine what the response 

scale should be, using the goals of the survey as guidance. 
It is important to think carefully about the wording as you 
create questions. Questions should be objective and mea-
surable, leaving little room for a different interpretation. 
Whenever possible, find ways to make questions quantifi-
able. For example, a poorly written survey question would 
be open ended, such as follows:
“Who do you go to for advice?”

A better question would be written as follows:
“How many times in the last year have you gone to [ABC 

person] in the past year for advice related to XYZ (e.g., 
business process or application)?”

−− Never
−− One to two times
−− Three to five times
−− Six to ten times
−− More than ten times

By writing questions this way and using a quantifiable scale, 
your survey leaves less open to interpretation and makes for 
a more useful data set. That is not to say that open-ended 
questions are not useful—they may be included as addi-
tional information-type questions but should not be used 
for questions that serve as input into the mathematical 
algorithms that create the visual organization map.

Step 3: Draft communications and create/send out a survey
If you are keeping responses confidential, you need to deter-

mine what tool to use to collect the data and create the 
actual survey. There are several free survey tools available, 
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or your organization may have one it prefers to use. If you 
are using an ONA/SNA software package, it may also 
come with survey functionality. In addition to creating 
the survey, you should create any communications needed 
to precede or accompany the survey, and once the survey 
is ready, open it for data collection.

Step 4: Create an ONA relationship map
Once the survey window is over, use a software mapping tool 

(there are many available, some are free, others have a 
price tag but provide more functionality) to interpret the 
collected data and create your ONA relationship map.

Step 5: Review the ONA relationship map
Review the survey results, taking time to identify “hubs” 

where knowledge/information seems to be centralized, as 
well as missed opportunities or bottlenecks, and identify-
ing any peripheral stakeholders. This is where all of the 
hard work pays off. You are able to find connections as 
well as gaps that would not ever surface in a typical orga-
nization chart, and therefore have a much deeper under-
standing of information flow and business relationships, 
including the strength of those relationships.

Step 6: Take action
With your ONA complete, it is time to take action. Review 

the results, and determine which stakeholders should 
be added to your stakeholder register. For example, for 
previously unidentified stakeholders, set up introduc-
tion meetings. Where there are gaps in information flow, 
determine where the program would benefit from new 
connections being forged, and facilitate those introduc-
tions. Understand the patterns in information flow, and 
identify the key influencers. You may be surprised to find 
an individual four or five levels down the traditional orga-
nization chart is actually influential at all levels and may 
make or break your program. Pull those people in, keep 
them close through regular communication, and create 
positive business relationships with them. Even though it 
may have taken some time and money to get to this point, 
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if you are able to identify those who truly have the biggest 
impact on success, it is time and money well spent.

In review, Figure 3.4 summarizes the high-level steps required 
to complete an ONA.

Whether through in-person conversations or through online data col-
lection, the goal is the same: uncover the web of informal relationships 
that control progress and outcomes and include these individuals in 
your stakeholder engagement strategy.

3.3  Additional Tools for Synthesizing Stakeholder Data

With stakeholders identified and initial discovery completed around 
roles related to your program, you may begin to formulate a stake-
holder engagement plan and a program communications plan. The 
stakeholder engagement plan contains a detailed strategy for effective 
stakeholder engagement for the duration of the program. The plan 
includes stakeholder engagement guidelines and provides insight about 
how the stakeholders of various components of a program are engaged 
(Project Management Institute [PMI] 2013b, p. 49). The stakeholder 

De�ne Survey Scope
and Approach 

Survey Design 

Communicate and
Execute Survey 

Create ONA
Relationship Map

Review ONA
Relationship Map

Take Action!

Figure 3.4  Summary of the Six Steps to Complete an ONA
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engagement plan is used as an input into the program communications 
plan, which details the information and communication needs of the 
program stakeholders based on who needs what information, when 
they need it, how it is provided to them, and by whom (PMI 2013b, 
p. 74). Before you are able to effectively create such plans, you need to 
understand what type of information you may want to communicate 
and with what frequency. Much of this depends on the roles and inter-
ests of your stakeholders. There are two good tools for consolidating 
and visualizing the information you have gathered thus far, which may 
be used as input into your stakeholder engagement plan and program 
communications plan. The first tool is the power map.

3.3.1  The Power Map

As introduced in Chapter 1, a power map is a visual depiction of stake-
holders placed into quadrants based on a combination of their power 
or influence on the program and their interest level. An example with 
expanded quadrant definitions is presented in Figure 3.5.

Each of the quadrants within your power map has a separate asso-
ciated communication strategy, as the type and frequency of commu-
nication with a stakeholder varies:

High power, high interest: In the top right quadrant are those with 
the highest level of interest and the highest level of influence. 
I refer to this quadrant as the power players. This is the group 

In
�u

en
ce

Interest
Low

Low

High

High

Power Players
(Constant Communication)

Sleepers 
(Monitor) 

Danger Zone
(Targeted Communication)

Informants 
(Information Overload) 

Figure 3.5  Stakeholder Power Map with Quadrant Definitions
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of people, you need to stay in regular contact with, and with 
which you should spend the most effort building and main-
taining strong relationships.

Low power, low interest: In the lower left quadrant are those with 
the lowest level of interest and the lowest level of influence. 
I refer to this quadrant as the sleepers. You may want to make 
information available to this group of stakeholders, but com-
pared to others, less time should be focused on this group.

High power, low interest: This group is found in the top left quad-
rant. I refer to this quadrant as the danger zone. This quadrant 
is tricky, and if not handled properly these stakeholders can 
threaten the success of your program. This group tends not 
to be fully engaged in the program; they may be distracted 
by other competing initiatives or be spending their time and 
energy elsewhere, until they are more focused on your pro-
gram and become positive proponents for it. Communications 
to this group must be handled carefully. Those in this group 
have high influence but only show up periodically to meet-
ings. They tend to make assumptions and, even worse, deci-
sions based on partial information. It is crucial to carefully 
think through the communications plan for this group, with 
an emphasis on focused communications that convey the most 
important information.

Low power, high interest: This is another interesting group. For 
stakeholders in this group, it makes sense to give them a lot of 
information. I refer to this quadrant as the informants. These 
are often the people who think they have a lot of influence, 
but in actuality they do not, at least not from a decision-mak-
ing standpoint. Where they are influential is in getting the 
word out, good or bad. These people can be champions for 
your program, and positive publicity is always a good thing. 
On the other hand, they can be critics and can therefore be a 
corrosive force to your program. Given this emphasis, a good 
strategy here is to maintain regular communication, primar-
ily by providing a lot of information. This group can also be 
beneficial as they may be a means to new ideas or approaches, 
and while they may not directly have a high level of power, 
they are still a good resource use.
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There is an in-depth discussion on the communications plan in Chapter 
6, but for now, you need to create your power map, synthesizing the 
data you have gathered from in-person interviews or from your ONA. 
An easy way to do this is to use a spreadsheet, listing all of your stake-
holders, then assigning both an influence and an interest rating, and 
then graphing it into quadrants. By creating this visual, you will have 
an overall picture of stakeholders and which camp they fall into, which 
will directly influence your stakeholder engagement plan.

3.3.2  Creating a Responsibility Matrix

A supplemental tool to complete the stakeholder landscape is a 
responsibility matrix, commonly referred to as an RACI chart. RACI 
stands for

R—Responsible: Those who are doing the work
A—Accountable: Those who have decision-making (and veto) 

authority
C—Consulted: Those who are looked to for input
I—Informed: Those who do not have input or responsibility

This is another depiction of stakeholders that helps to delineate roles, 
by key deliverables. This approach also serves as input into your stake-
holder engagement strategy and your communications plan, as the 
type of information and frequency of communication vary based on 
the role. You may also create RACI charts that are broken down even 
further to the task level by project plan within your program, but for 
program planning purposes it should be kept at a fairly high level. An 
example is presented in Figure 3.6.

The RACI chart clearly documents stakeholder responsibilities; 
where there is a discrepancy in opinion, it is brought to light. It is very 
important to have conversations and clear up differences in opinion 
early on in the program. I usually hold a meeting with key stakehold-
ers to review the RACI chart to ensure that all are in agreement (or 
resolve differences if not initially in agreement). In addition, com-
pleting an RACI chart allows you to identify where you have gaps 
and need to assign responsibilities, as well as areas where you may 
have too many people involved. If you do not take this step of outlin-
ing accountability and responsibility, duplicate efforts or conflicting 
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efforts may result or program gaps may be created, all of which lead 
to inefficiencies that slow down program progress. Again, the impor-
tance of the planning stages cannot be overstated. It seems like over-
kill at times, but it pays off in the long run. Early gains from an initial 
aggressive push to the execution phase are erased by these inefficien-
cies in the long run. Take the time to understand all of the players, 
interest and influence, and to define responsibilities. Plan for success.

3.4  Related Methodology

In relation to the Standard for Program Management, Third Edition 
(PMI 2013b), the identification of stakeholders and how they should 
be engaged and communicated with falls under the program manage-
ment performance domain of “program stakeholder management.” In 
addition, these topics are heavily related to the program management 
supporting process of “program communications management.”

3.5  Summary

In summary, this phase takes time. While it may be tempting to jump 
to program execution, it is necessary to take time in the planning 
phase. You must know who all of your stakeholders are, how they are 
connected to each other, and their degree of influence and interest 
in the program. Strive to understand the connections between your 

Chart 3-1 Sample RACI Chart R: Responsible
A: Accountable
C: Consulted
I: Informed

Program: Product Launch

DELIVERABLE DESCRIPTION
Program
Manager Engineering R&D Marketing Finance Comms

1 Business Requirements R C A C/I I I

2 Design I R A C/I

3 Manufacturing I A/R C

4 Operations I A/R C C/I

5 Communications R C C/I I A

6 Change Management R A

7 Training and Rollout R R A C/I A

RACI Chart

Figure 3.6  Sample RACI Chart
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program and others in the organization, along with the impact on 
existing processes or groups. Uncover supporters and change agents 
who can help drive success, and understand who may cause “trouble” 
so you can deal with it as quickly as possible. By taking the time to 
develop this full list of stakeholders that extends beyond the obvious 
boundaries of organization charts, you are able to keep all stakehold-
ers engaged at the appropriate times and with the appropriate level of 
detail to garner the support needed and to avoid or remove roadblocks 
along your journey. Know who your stakeholders are, and then get to 
know your stakeholders.
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4
It Is a Matter of Trust

Building Strong Business Relationships 
with Key Stakeholders

As a program manager, your success lives and dies on the strength of 
your business relationships. Knowing how to cultivate these relation-
ships and leverage the knowledge and skills of those around you is 
one of the biggest factors in elevating your performance to that of a 
“great” program manager. This is the stuff that is hard to teach. There 
is no concrete formula to follow, but there are some best practices to 
use as guidelines.

In this chapter, we will first cover how to begin to build a strong 
foundation with your power stakeholders. Building strong relation-
ships, however, takes time. The majority of this chapter will therefore 
be focused on how to build and develop solid, lasting alliances.

4.1  Setting Expectations with Key Stakeholders

In Chapter 3, initial stakeholder meetings were discussed, with an 
emphasis on identifying other stakeholders and understanding how 
the organization functions as it pertains to your program. Shortly 
after these meetings, the focus shifts to establishing a working rela-
tionship with your program sponsor and other primary stakehold-
ers. Even though a basic introduction is done in the initial discovery 
meetings, it is important to have another more thorough introductory 
meeting with this smaller group of individuals. In these meetings, 
your goal is to come to understand expectations of each other, confirm 
agreement on roles and responsibilities, and determine how you will 
work together most effectively.

I learned the hard way not to make assumptions about what is 
expected of me in my role as program manager. In one particular 
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position, I was asked to be the information technology (IT) program 
manager on a strategic initiative, and there was to be a business pro-
gram manager assigned. I went about my business doing what I would 
expect an IT program manager to do. A few weeks in, my manager 
pulled me into a conference room and informed me that my program 
sponsor was unhappy, that I was not stepping up and being a leader. 
I could not figure out where that feedback was coming from, as I had 
completed everything I should have on the IT side of the program. 
Unfortunately for me, my program sponsor was also expecting me to 
follow up on business-side items in the absence of a yet to be named 
program manager. I should have asked, and because I did not, we got 
off to a very rocky start. Fortunately, I was able to salvage the rela-
tionship. I scheduled a meeting with him and spent some time letting 
him know my full background, both education and work experience, 
and then asked him to clarify his expectations of me. Once we both 
realized what had happened, we were able to come to an agreement 
on an expanded role. Once I knew what he was expecting, I was able 
to meet his needs. Hopefully you can learn from my past mistake, 
and never let this happen to you. Always ask questions, and confirm 
expectations up front.

A good starting point for this expectations discussion is a review 
of the RACI (responsible, accountable, consulted, informed) chart 
you put together. Going through the responsibility matrix will help 
identify any gaps or differences in your understanding of who should 
be covering what. It is always best to work through these differences 
up front, and this will help avoid redundancies or missed deliverables 
later in your program.

After coming to an agreement on responsibilities, it makes sense to 
talk about how you will work together day to day. First, what is your 
stakeholder’s preferred communications style? Some people prefer 
pre-scheduled meetings, while others may prefer drive-by or hallway 
discussions. (A drive-by discussion is stopping by your stakeholder’s 
office hoping to catch your stakeholder for an impromptu meeting.) 
Some prefer e-mail, and others prefer a phone call. Some stakehold-
ers want a lot of details; others want only the highest-level informa-
tion. I had one stakeholder who had a “three e-mail rule”; if the topic 
warrants going back and forth three times, then the issue should be 
covered in a call or a meeting. (I tend to use a similar approach myself 
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now.) By having these discussions in the beginning of the program, 
you move more quickly to fully functioning as a team, which of course 
then benefits the progress of the program.

A third topic to cover in these initial meetings is history with the 
company and other relevant experience. In the example I gave above, 
I mentioned expectations were not fully discussed at the outset and 
shared the problems that resulted. Likewise, not knowing someone’s 
work background can cause potential land mines. In one scenario, my 
program sponsor would ask a series of direct questions about financials 
of the program. He would make what seemed like a serious statement, 
such as, “I’m not really a numbers guy, so explain this to me.” It turns 
out he was a former chief financial officer (CFO), and if there was one 
thing you wanted to be absolutely sure of, it was for all of the numbers 
to tie out like they should. Your approach in the type of information 
you regularly communicate and the level of detail will vary depending 
on the stakeholder, and work background is one of the main contrib-
uting factors to developing a highly functioning work relationship.

You should also make sure that you are sharing your own work 
history, both with the company and otherwise, as you start to build 
rapport. Sharing this information will help start to build a base level 
of trust; the stakeholder will feel more comfortable knowing you 
have been successful running large programs in the past. In addition, 
doing this will ensure your stakeholder is aware of your capabilities 
and skills, so your strengths may be leveraged through the course of 
the program.

As a guide, there are 10 questions to help facilitate those early 
conversations with your key stakeholders. Rather than reading these 
off in an interview question-and-answer style, I recommend becom-
ing familiar with these topics and questions, and then working them 
more naturally into conversation. To help with building rapport, it is 
best not to be overly formal. This list is not exhaustive and does not 
need to be approached in any particular order. Go with the flow, and 
do not force the conversation. Using a dialogue format, Figure 4.1 
presents these 10 questions.

Building strong business relationships is about building trust, and 
that takes time. Take these initial steps early on in the program to 
establish the roots, and from there nurture your business relationships 
so they grow and thrive.
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4.2  Five Principles of Building Strong Business Relationships

With the baseline established, the best method to grow business rela-
tionships with your stakeholders is to follow the following five impor-
tant principles:

•	 Do what you say you are going to do
•	 Try to make sure there are no surprises
•	 Create a mutually beneficial business relationship
•	 Remember that executives and customers are people, too
•	 Always show respect

The remainder of this chapter reviews each of these principles in 
greater detail, emphasizing why each principle is important, and pro-
viding real-life examples.

4.2.1  Do What You Say You Are Going to Do

Having worked in IT for more than half of my career, I have come 
across more customers than I would like to count (both internal and 
external) who say, “IT never delivers. They never do what they say 
they are going to do.” I make it my personal mission to turn this per-
spective around. The only way to do this is to actually deliver.

	 1.	 What is your history with the company (previous positions, years of tenure, areas of 
specialty, key relationships)?

	 2.	 How do you define success for this program?
	 3.	 What are your expectations of me as your program manager?
	 4.	 Thinking of programs you have worked on that were successful, what made them 

successful?  
	 5.	 In those successful programs, what aspects of your relationship with your program 

manager worked well?
	 6.	 Thinking of programs you have worked on that were not as successful, what made 

them not as successful?
	 7.	 In those programs that were not as successful, what aspects of your relationship with 

your program manager could have been better?
	 8.	 What is your preferred communication method (e-mail, planned in-person meetings, 

impromptu “drive-by” meetings, phone calls)?
	 9.	 How much detail do you want to receive on an ongoing basis?  Here are some 

examples of standard reporting; what other types of information do you want to see, 
and how frequently?

	10.	 What is important for me to know about you?

Figure 4.1  10 Questions to Ask Your Stakeholders
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Looking at the big picture first, one of the biggest mistakes a pro-
gram manager can make is to overcommit. It is desirable in most cases 
to set aggressive goals, but those goals have to be realistically achiev-
able. Do not communicate any dates or costs until the scope is well 
defined. If you are asked to give a rough order of magnitude (ROM), be 
sure to always qualify any figures with the assumptions that were used, 
make sure all are aware those are not figures that are committed to, and 
explain why. Likewise, if you are in a meeting with a stakeholder and 
he or she throws out some new piece of scope, do not make immediate 
commitments. You might tick off your stakeholder a little bit up front, 
but it is always better to “disappoint” up front than it is to commit to 
something that is impossible and fail in the end. I once worked with a 
program sponsor who was a little overzealous in wanting to always say 
yes to his executive stakeholder. This particular executive had big ideas, 
which was fantastic, but those ideas needed to turn into actionable 
programs taken into consideration with the full portfolio of initiatives 
across the organization. Instead of a discussion about where the new 
scope may fit in and what would be required from a budget and resource 
standpoint, the program sponsor came back with an edict that the new 
functionality had to be in place by XYZ date. He had committed me 
and my entire team to an impossible scenario. We then had to go back 
to the executive and share that he would not get that functionality in 
the time frame promised after all. This is the type of issue that causes 
distrust and is corrosive to building positive working relationships.

Following this principle is not limited to major deliverables. You 
can and should follow this principle in your everyday interactions with 
your stakeholders. At the end of every meeting, you should always 
recap action items (more on this in Chapter 8), with responsibility 
and due dates assigned. If you say you are going to do something by 
the end of the week, do it. If you say you are going to do something 
by the end of the day, do it. If you say you are going to do something 
as soon as you get back to your desk, do it. By delivering on each of 
these little items, including managing to any committed time frames, 
you build trust little by little. Your stakeholders come to understand 
that if they ask you to do something, they do not need to worry about 
it or follow-up in between. They gain confidence in you, knowing that 
when you make a commitment, you mean it.
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By building up this kind of trust, when it comes to saying you can-
not do something, that message becomes better received. Your stake-
holders know that if you are saying no, there is a good reason for it; 
therefore, they are more receptive to listening, discussing the com-
plexities, and coming to a resolution.

4.2.2  Try to Make Sure There Are No Surprises

Nothing de-rails a business relationship like a surprise. I am not talk-
ing about good surprises here, like a surprise pizza delivery or a sur-
prise birthday party. I am talking about the not so great surprises 
that put your program sponsor or other primary stakeholders on the 
spot. Surprises should be avoided. If there is an issue that is likely to 
get escalated, get in front of it, then get in front of your stakeholders. 
Ideally, you should have a plan in place to address the issue and be 
able to communicate to your stakeholders what that plan is. By doing 
this, if someone brings the issue up to them in a meeting, they are 
familiar with the issue and may speak to the anticipated resolution. 
When important information is not shared with your stakeholders in 
a proactive way, they may feel that you are trying to hide something 
from them. It is best to be up front and honest, even when it means 
admitting a mistake.

Early in my career, I worked in a high-pressure environment that 
involved supporting external clients. I was coached to be vague about 
issues, and to only share partial information so that the client would 
not get angry. In one situation, a mailing went out with some incor-
rect figures on it. When the error was discovered, new statements 
were sent out with a letter stating that the new mailing should replace 
the first one. My managers directed that there was no need to alert 
the client. I did not feel too good about that but did as I was told. Of 
course, the client found out about it, and of course they were quite 
angry. From that point on, there was general distrust, and it made it 
much harder to work together. I learned from that situation and took 
a different approach when I later became responsible for the overall 
client relationship. When there was an issue, I would let my client 
know about it. I told her about issues and plans to resolve them, so 
if she ever heard about something, it was from me and not from an 
internal customer of hers. While she obviously did not like it if things 
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went wrong, she appreciated that she always knew the true state of 
where things stood, and we could work together both in resolving 
issues and in managing the communication of those issues. We went 
on to have a very positive business relationship for years. The founda-
tion of that relationship was built on trust, and that trust was built 
through honest and open communication.

You often hear people say that program management is more of 
an art than science. This is one of those areas where the art comes in. 
You do not want your program sponsor or other power stakeholders 
to be faced with a bad surprise, but you also do not want to bog them 
down with too much detail. You have to use a little bit of common 
sense here. Part of this goes back to knowing what type of a com-
municator your stakeholder is, and how much detail he or she prefers. 
In general, though, I tend to escalate any issue that is going to have a 
significant program-level impact on budget, timeline, or scope. Your 
program sponsor most likely will not care that Mary got pulled off 
of Project A to work on someone else’s project, and now you need to 
find another resource. However, if you are unable to secure another 
resource, and there is a potential impact to the program-level timeline 
as a result, it makes sense to let your program sponsor know about 
it, and also see how your sponsor may be able to help. As another 
example, if minor, resolvable issues come up during testing of a new 
system, you may make the information available to your sponsor or 
key stakeholders, but that would not warrant meeting with them and 
going into detail about the testing issues. If, however, during testing 
a giant “bug” is discovered that may cause a delay in implementation, 
that news should come directly from you, not from anyone else.

In summary, it serves you well to always communicate openly and 
honestly. This protects your primary stakeholders from being put into 
awkward situations where they are trying to provide answers about 
something they are just hearing about for the first time. They appreci-
ate your candor, again helping to build up their comfort level with you.

4.2.3  Create a Mutually Beneficial Business Relationship

The next important principle of building strong, lasting business rela-
tionships is that the relationship must be mutually beneficial. There 
are people out there, both in business and in your personal life, who 
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always take and never give back in return. Do not be one of those 
people. “Pay it forward” whenever you can, and when you are in a 
situation where you are the person needing help, make sure you do the 
same for others when an opportunity comes up to do so.

When you are new on a program, especially if you are new to a 
company, you lean on people out of necessity. It is important to talk to 
people and get an understanding of things such as company culture, 
how to negotiate through the organization to get things done, and 
high-level business structure and processes. At first it may be difficult 
to understand where and how you can give back. One way to start is to 
end meetings with your primary stakeholders with a simple question: 
“What else can I do to help?” or “Is there anything else you need or 
expect from me right now that we have not covered?” Just the willing-
ness to take on additional work (within reason, and within the con-
fines of the program, that is) or exemplifying a positive attitude that 
shows that you care that everything is taken care of for them is a way 
to show that you view your business relationship as a two-way street.

As you become more comfortable in your role and with the organi-
zation, there are other ways you can give back that help solidify your 
business relationships. The following are some ideas:

•	 Mentoring more junior-level employees, either formally or 
informally

•	 Sitting down with other program managers and project man-
agers who have their own initiatives that are similar to pro-
grams you have run and reviewing lessons learned

•	 Providing feedback as a subject matter expert/peer reviewer 
on presentations or other documents

•	 Acting as an advisor on topics that touch on your work 
background

In one of my program management roles, I found myself in an indus-
try that I knew nothing about working on a complex systems program 
that covered many different functional areas and processes that I also 
knew very little about. I was extremely fortunate to find a handful 
of people who went out of their way to take the time to explain the 
business to me in a basic enough way that I could understand. Largely 
because of that group of people, I got to the point where I could actu-
ally speak the right language and explain complex processes to others. 
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Having that information allowed me to be successful, and I have 
never forgotten it. I went out of my way to make sure those people 
were recognized for their contribution (another way to give back), and 
I also made sure that they knew if they ever needed anything from me 
I would be there for them.

There are some people out there like those I just mentioned who 
help just because it is the nice thing to do. There are plenty of other 
people who help primarily when they know it benefits them. That is 
human nature—the “what’s in it for me” attitude. It is your job to 
make sure your stakeholders feel like they are benefitting from your 
business relationship. You get information and support from them, 
and likewise you need to support them in their roles as they relate to 
your program.

It is important to note that the work to grow and maintain your 
business relationships does not end at the close of your program. You 
want to continue to stay in regular contact with them even after pro-
gram completion, and provide positive benefits to the relationship 
whenever possible.

4.2.4  Remember That Executives and Customers Are People, Too

Another pitfall in building business relationships is being too formal. 
This brings us to the next principle: executives and customers are peo-
ple, too. Everybody has a life outside of work. They may have kids 
at home, or play in a band, or desperately root for the Cubbies. They 
may have tough life situations going on with their families. They may 
secretly wish they were a chef and be thinking about going to culinary 
school, or they may be training for their first triathlon. Every per-
son deals with life’s ups and downs outside of work; some share those 
things, and others do not. The point is, whether it is the janitor, an 
administrative assistant, a mid-level manager, or the CEO, everyone 
goes home somewhere and goes about his or her everyday life at the 
end of the day. Making a connection to the human side of people helps 
tremendously in establishing and maintaining business relationships.

This is another one of those areas where there is not a script. You 
cannot force personal connection, but you can look for similarities. I 
believe you can find something in common with just about anyone, 
albeit you may have to look harder with some. A good way to start is 
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by being aware of surroundings. If you are fortunate enough to have 
actual face time in the office with your stakeholders, pay attention to 
what is in their office space. For example, they may have pictures of 
kids or grandkids; they could display service awards, or have interest-
ing photography. Take those cues, and use them as a starting point for 
conversation. If you see something that you can relate to, try to make 
a connection with that topic. For instance, your stakeholder may have 
a box of golf balls on her desk. If you also play golf, that is an easy 
topic to bring up. For me, I love to brag about my kids, and I love to 
see pictures and hear about others’ families. If I see a picture of kids, 
I ask about it, and usually I can draw some sort of connection to my 
family situation. Just as you are trying to find out about them, it is 
equally important to share information about yourself. This allows 
them to see you as human, too, not just as a commodity.

Here are a few important tips as you seek to make personal 
connections:

•	 Be genuine—Do not ask about their family, for example, if you 
hate kids and really do not care.

•	 Be aware—Watch body language. Some people are just more 
private and do not want to share anything about their per-
sonal lives. Do not push it. With these types, maybe stick to 
something more generic, such as sports.

•	 Be smart—Do not ever ask about taboo topics such as religion 
or politics. This can be offensive to some and may get you in 
trouble with human resources, which is never a good thing.

In summary, show your human side, and make an effort to connect 
to your stakeholders on a personal level. Once you see each other as 
real people, you better understand each other’s perspectives, and your 
relationship strengthens.

4.2.5  Always Show Respect

More often than not, your program sponsor and other key stakehold-
ers and subject matter experts have more experience than you (at least 
at that particular company) and are full of invaluable information. 
If you come in as a consultant or are new to a company, one of the 
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positives is that you bring in a new perspective. At the same time, it is 
important to couch that with a good dose of humility.

In one of my positions, I started at a company as a permanent 
employee after being a consultant at other companies for several years 
before. I was brought in to do similar work to what I had done as a 
consultant. As I went about my initial stakeholder meetings in my 
first few weeks there, one of my primary stakeholders lobbed out a 
question about what I had observed so far and what my thoughts 
were. I enthusiastically launched into where I saw opportunities for 
improvement and what I thought I would like to change. I was taken 
aback when his response was one of anger. (I am pretty sure I could 
see the steam coming out of his ears.) I got an earful about making 
assumptions. It turns out that I had landed on some topics that were 
politically sensitive and where deals had been struck. He viewed me as 
the “enemy,” someone who was coming in as a “know it all” who was 
going to undermine all of his hard work. He felt disrespected. That is 
certainly not the way to start building a solid business relationship. I 
took a deep breath and attempted to start over, asking him for guid-
ance on that topic as well as any others that I should be aware of that 
could be negative triggers for others. I needed to take a step back, stop 
talking, and really open up my ears and listen. Over time, I was able 
to salvage this relationship to the point where we were able to work 
together, but I never felt like he fully trusted me after that.

The lesson here is to always show respect, and to take special care to 
listen to those more tenured than you. Showing that you care enough 
to really understand their perspective goes a long way in securing 
trust, and at the same time provides you with invaluable information. 
If you first listen and then give your opinion based on a full set of 
facts, the path forward is created in partnership. True partnership, in 
turn, leads to trust.

4.3  Summary

Dealing with people is your number one job as a program manager. 
Your success (or failure) as a program manager is largely correlated 
to establishing and maintaining positive business relationships. Make 
efforts to connect with people, treat them with respect, give back, and 
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set them up for success by doing what you say you are going to do and 
by giving them the information they need to be successful. Using the 
methods in this chapter fosters positive, mutually beneficial relation-
ships founded on trust and leads to success.
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5
Leveraging Stakeholders 

to Prepare Your 
Organization for Change

Picture this: Program Manager Paul has been asked to oversee the 
implementation of a software suite that encompasses multiple func-
tional areas and is expected to change the way his organization does 
business. Both time and money are short, so Paul works with his pro-
gram team to put together an aggressive plan. He drives his team 
hard, hits all of the milestone dates, and miraculously stays within 
budget. The system works per the requirements set forth at the begin-
ning of the program. All seems rosy, but is it? A month after go-
live, Paul’s boss checks in with the executive team to see how things 
are going, expecting to hear positive things. Instead he gets blasted 
with negative feedback; although the system works fine, operationally 
things are falling apart. What went wrong?

The majority of the time with a scenario like this one, the downfall 
is due to lack of organizational change readiness. You may deliver a 
new system as in Paul’s case that meets every requirement, and yet 
the program is still considered a failure because of poor user adoption. 
If your extended stakeholder group does not understand or buy into 
how business process changes, it does not matter how pretty or robust 
a system is in place, no one will use it, resulting in a major impact to 
business critical processes and a failure to realize program benefits.

Change is all around us and influences every business. There are 
both internal and external forces of change. External forces include 
things such as changes in the economy, environment, legislation, and 
globalization. One prime example is the recent economic recession; 
almost every business is impacted in the case of such extreme economic 
change and pressure, which is due to many related variables, such as 
increased scrutiny on spending and a pullback in investing in new 
products or technology. Another example is a natural disaster; such an 
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event could drive different demands in some cases, or may drive supply 
shortages in others, for example. Internal forces come from within a 
company and also have an impact on organizational change. Internal 
factors include corporate mission and strategy, mergers and acquisi-
tions, and organizational structure. If two companies merge together, 
for example, the strategies and cultures of the companies become 
entwined, and the combined priorities are almost certainly different 
than when the companies were separate entities. These are just a few 
examples of the many factors that drive change. There are forces every-
where, both internal and external, that drive change in organizations. 
Figure 5.1 illustrates some of these factors, with external factors on 
the left half of the diagram with darker boxes, and internal factors are 
illustrated on the right half of the diagram in the lighter boxes.

Prosci, a leader in the change management space, defines change 
management as

the application of a structured process and set of tools for leading the 
people side of change to achieve a desired outcome. Change management 
emphasizes the “people side” of change and targets leadership within 
all levels of an organization including executives, senior leaders, middle 
managers and line supervisors. When change management is done well, 
people feel engaged in the change process and work collectively towards 
a common objective, realizing benefits and delivering results. (Prosci 
2014, http://www.prosci.com/change-management/definition/)
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Economy

Environment
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Figure 5.1  Factors Influencing Organizational Change
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Every program is born out of the need to respond to change. 
Further, every program has a human change component to it. People 
are naturally resistant to change; therefore, as a program manager you 
need to understand the relevant forces of change on your program, and 
how your program will impact both internal and external stakeholders. 
A successful program manager understands and plans for elements of 
change in his or her program and ensures program success by guiding 
stakeholders to understand and help drive positive change. In particu-
lar, three areas of change need to be carefully managed throughout any 
program: people, process, and technology (Figure 5.2).

The importance of change management is often misunderstood. 
There are usually not enough resources allocated for change manage-
ment to begin with, and when budgets start to get cut, change man-
agement elements are often the first to go. As a rough guideline, at 
least 10% of your resources should be allocated for change manage-
ment. The time spent in this area should be focused on engaging your 
key stakeholders so that they are part of the change process. Are you 
not sure how to do this? This chapter focuses first on change man-
agement theory to help drive in change management concepts and 
the importance of change management. The second part introduces 

People

TechnologyProcess

Change Management

Change Management

Figure 5.2  Primary Areas of Change to Be Managed
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a simple change management model that you may use as a guide to 
incorporate change management activities into your program plans. 
After learning the foundational elements of change management and 
reviewing a change management model, the focus shifts to how to 
implement the change management elements for each of the four 
stakeholder quadrants. Focused change management efforts by quad-
rant help drive engagement and therefore adoption of program-asso-
ciated changes across the organization.

5.1  Change Management Theory—High-Level View

Change management theory is by no means a new concept. This section 
provides a brief overview of the predominant change management the-
ories of Deming, Kubler-Ross, and Kotter. W. Edwards Deming intro-
duced his change model in the 1950s. His model is commonly known 
as the Deming cycle, also sometimes referred to as PDCA, an acronym 
for the four steps of plan, do, check, and act. The four steps stand for

Plan: Determine objectives and identify related processes to 
achieve targeted results based on those objectives.

Do: Execute the processes identified in the plan step, and collect 
related data.

Check: Analyze the results, and compare against expected out-
comes. Look for any trends or deviations.

Act: Based on the identified deviations, determine the appro-
priate corrective actions to be taken to attempt to improve 
the process in question. Put those actions in place, then start 
the cycle again, planning for expected results using the new 
“improved” process, executing the improved process, analyz-
ing the results of the improved process, and revising the pro-
cess further based on collected data.

These four steps create a never-ending cycle, intended to drive contin-
uous process improvement. Where Deming’s model heavily focuses 
on the process side of change, it does not address the human element. 
This is where the next important change theory comes in—Kubler-
Ross’ change curve.

If you have ever taken a psychology course, you may have learned 
about the five stages of grieving. The five stages of grieving were 
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defined by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross in her 1969 publication, On Death 
and Dying. The five stages are as follows:

	 1.	Denial
	 2.	Anger
	 3.	Bargaining
	 4.	Depression
	 5	 Acceptance

You may be asking what the five stages of grieving have to do with 
program management. The connection is this: people are greatly 
impacted by change, and even in the business world, change is ever 
present and in some cases can be traumatic. The impact of change 
varies in intensity depending on the situation, but there is always a 
human element. Driving human acceptance of change is an essential 
element to successful business transformation.

Kubler-Ross’ concepts as applied to the business world define four 
stages in the journey of human acceptance of change. These steps 
make up what is commonly known as the change curve. The four 
stages are

	 1.	Denial
	 2.	Anger
	 3.	Exploration
	 4.	Acceptance

As a program manager, you should take actions to attempt to reduce 
the feelings of uncertainty and anger and help people along to the 
stages of exploration and acceptance. Communications should be 
tailored according to where stakeholders are relative to the stages 
within the change curve. Later in the chapter, tips are provided on 
which communication methods work best based on the needs of each 
group of stakeholders.

Where Deming focuses heavily on the process side of change, 
and Kubler-Ross focuses on the human side of change, Kotter takes 
a different tactic with his eight-step change model, outlined in his 
1996 book, Leading Change. In Kotter’s model, the emphasis is on 
creating urgency and putting together a team of power players to 
drive change (Kotter 2008). The eight steps identified in his top-
down approach are as follows:



70 Stakeholder Engagement﻿

	 1.	Create urgency
	 2.	Form a powerful coalition
	 3.	Create a vision for change
	 4.	Communicate the vision
	 5.	Remove obstacles
	 6.	Create short-term wins
	 7.	Build on the change
	 8.	Anchor the changes in corporate culture

Even though there are a lot of good aspects to Kotter’s model, espe-
cially on ensuring that there is leadership and change acceptance at 
the top, one common criticism is that because it is a top-down model, 
it may limit participation at lower levels of the organization. In really 
large organizations in particular, top-down communications may not 
make it down more than a level or two, resulting in a large percentage 
of employees not receiving the key change messages. Another criti-
cism is that it does not take the human grieving stages into account as 
defined in the Kubler-Ross model. Having said that, many organiza-
tions successfully follow Kotter’s process, and it is highly regarded as 
a relevant change model in the business world.

Where does this leave us? With the background on three key 
change models, it is evident that the need for change management has 
been around for a long time, and that there is no perfect way to deal 
with it. There are elements in each of these models that are useful. I 
have merged pieces together into my own simplified change manage-
ment approach that I use when planning for change as a program 
manager. In the next section I provide this program-management-
focused approach.

5.2 � ADAPT—A Simplified Change Management 
Model for Program Managers

I always appreciate a good mnemonic. To help remember the necessary 
steps for managing change in a program, think ADAPT (Figure 5.3):

A—Articulate and communicate the vision of the program. What 
is the desired end state from a business outcomes perspective? 
What are the program benefits?
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D—Define areas where change needs to be managed. What is the 
scope of change management for the program? Where possi-
ble, tie identified change areas to major program deliverables.

A—Assess change readiness across all areas and levels of the 
organization. Consider process and structure as well as the 
human element. The primary focus should be on under-
standing the human impact—understand where there is 
resistance and where there is support. Identify change 
champions and change resistors, and identify motivations 
and barriers to change.

P—Plan for the change, based on the inputs from your assess-
ment. Create an integration plan, considering how you may 
achieve the maximum level of acceptance with minimal dis-
ruption to those affected.

T—Take action. Execute the integration plan with focused com-
munications based on stakeholder needs. Throughout the 
program, to the degree possible, monitor change readiness 
improvements and measure success as actions are taken to help 
drive change. Continually assess change readiness to identify 
any additional needed actions. This is an iterative process.

In order to successfully implement the ADAPT change model for a 
program, several key supporting roles related to change management 
are needed, at a minimum: a change sponsor, change champions, and 
a change integrator (Figure 5.4):
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ADAPT Iterative Change Model — Continuous Revision and Improvement 

Figure 5.3  ADAPT Iterative Change Management Model
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Change Sponsor: A change sponsor is an executive-level leader 
who takes accountability for driving the change brought 
about by the program. This leader is responsible for staying 
actively and visibly engaged in the program. Additionally, 
this individual should communicate key change messages to 
employees and take steps to help manage resistance. It is also 
the responsibility of the change sponsor to garner support for 
the program from management across the organization. This 
is a critical role. Without a strong leader taking on this role, it 
is extremely difficult to gain the momentum needed to drive 
change to achieve desired program outcomes.

Change Champions: Change champions are individuals who 
help initiate and facilitate change. Change champions can be 
found at any level of the organization. You should have mul-
tiple change champions for your program. Ideally, where you 
identify resistance you are also able to counteract that resis-
tance with the help of these individuals. Change champions 
may come in the form of early adopters or may just be general 
supporters. It is good to get them involved from the begin-
ning. You cannot drive change activities alone; leveraging 
this group of people helps you infiltrate the organization with 
carefully crafted, positive messaging at the outset.

Change Integrator: The change integrator is responsible 
for the overall change management process and for the 
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Figure 5.4  ADAPT—Supporting Roles
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implementation of change management actions. This is 
your role to fill as a program manager. Additionally, part of 
this role is identifying and addressing change-related risks. 
Again, change management activities tend to get glossed over. 
Hopefully you have a new appreciation for taking the time to 
carefully plan for and work through program-driven change 
and may use this information to your benefit in future pro-
grams to elevate your success as a program manager through 
successful end-to-end program delivery.

By ensuring that you have all of these roles covered in your program, 
you set yourself up for success. In this change-role trifecta, you cover 
the power aspect through visible executive sponsorship, the people 
aspect through change champions, and the process aspect through 
the change integration role of the program manager. This is a winning 
combination and the key to successful program change management.

5.3  Applying the ADAPT Change Model to Stakeholder Quadrants

You now have the foundational principles of change management, 
as well as a program management–specific change model to follow 
(ADAPT). In this section, the focus shifts to practical application. 
What does all of this really mean to you as a program manager? How 
can you apply it? As has been done in previous chapters, it again 
makes sense to think of this topic in terms of the four stakeholder 
quadrants. In this section, we look at each of the quadrants, how and 
when to get the various groups of stakeholders involved from a change 
management perspective, and what related tools and methods there 
are to best manage change based on the involvement and power levels 
of each of the stakeholder quadrants.

As a reminder, here are the four quadrants as identified in the 
power map (Figure 5.5) presented in Chapter 4:

Power players—High power/high interest
Danger zone—High power/low interest
Informants—Low power/high interest
Sleepers—Low power/low interest
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5.3.1  Power Players

The first quadrant to address is the power players quadrant. This is 
a critical group to have on your side, as they drive the change mes-
sages down through the organization. Again, these are the stake-
holders that have both high interest and high influence. These people 
really care about what you are trying to accomplish and want to see 
the program be successful. In addition, these people have the power 
to influence others. Strong leaders understand the goals and ben-
efits of the program and what the change components are. They also 
help drive messaging down through the organization. You need to 
use this group to your advantage. The program vision is likely to 
come either directly from these stakeholders or at a minimum with 
input from these stakeholders. This is the quadrant where you find 
the individual who plays the critical role of change sponsor as defined 
in Section 5.2. Returning to Kotter’s model, Kotter places a strong 
emphasis on the need for top-down support. If you have grassroots 
support that is a start, but without this top layer to punch it through, 
it is difficult to accomplish and sustain a significant change initia-
tive. There are varying opinions about the scientific validity of the 
statistic, but based on Kotter’s extensive observations over 30 years 
and in looking at over 100 companies, he estimates that about 70% of 
major change initiatives fail, and most fail in the early stages by not 
establishing a clear vision and not acting with the appropriate sense 
of urgency (Kotter 2008).
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What do you need to do with this group, then, to make sure your 
program is in the 30% that is successful? Going back to the roles 
defined earlier, one of the most important drivers of success is to have 
a dedicated, actively participating change sponsor at the executive 
level. This person should

•	 Help craft the vision and then clearly articulate that vision 
to the rest of senior management. This vision should include 
what is changing as well as why it is important. What are the 
anticipated organizational benefits?

•	 Solicit feedback on the vision. With the input of team mem-
bers, look to understand where there may be resistance, and 
what the root cause is of anticipated resistance.

•	 Provide talking points with responses to anticipated resis-
tance points to all managers, and requiring that managers 
have sessions to review the program benefits and their impact. 
Employees want to know not just how it affects the business, 
but how it affects them personally.

•	 Stay actively engaged in the change process. Monitor progress, 
talk to managers who are communicating the change mes-
sages, and make adjustments to messaging based on feedback.

•	 Lead by example. If there are new behaviors required by a 
change initiative, model the new behavior.

Employees look to senior leadership for guidance on how to behave or 
react to change. If leaders are embracing the change, a large major-
ity of the affected population will follow their lead and move toward 
accepting the change. This momentum helps move the organization to 
the desired end state where the change is fully adopted and sustained.

5.3.2  Danger Zone

The next quadrant consists of stakeholders in the danger zone. As a 
reminder, this quadrant consists of those who have high power but 
low interest. This group can de-rail your change effort in an instant 
because of the influence they have in the organization. Because of their 
influence, it is important to have focused communications with this 
group. You are not necessarily going to get regular attention from this 
group, so consider what the most important messages are for them. 
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With this group, communications are taken from more of a defensive 
approach. From your stakeholder analysis you should have some idea 
of these individuals’ views and focus. Take the time to review your 
stakeholder interview notes and consider where there are potential 
areas of discontent. For example, if John Smart is the son of the chief 
executive officer (CEO) (making him high power purely since he has 
the “ear” of the CEO) and is a vice president (VP) of marketing, he 
may have very little interest in being involved in a program that is 
focused on finance and human resources. Where he may start to care 
is if there is some sort of intersection between your program and his 
own goals or programs, for example, if there were some sort of orga-
nizational change that impacted his group as a result of the program. 
This is not the group you should go to for really pushing change, but 
this is a group that could throw up roadblocks or bad publicity related 
to your program if they perceive they may be impacted in a negative 
way. The best way to deal with this group as it pertains to change 
management is as follows:

•	 Review your stakeholder interview notes. Take note of any 
areas of concern related to your program.

•	 Proactively address the areas identified in your review, with 
targeted discussions or communications.

•	 Periodically touch base with this group. Remind them of the 
benefits that the organization will see as a result of your pro-
gram, and give them an opportunity to raise their concerns 
with you.

5.3.3  Informants

The quadrant that really drives the overall change message and pushes 
the organization to accepting and sustaining the desired change is the 
informants quadrant. This group contains those who have low power 
but high interest. You can really use this group to your advantage 
and should do so from early on in the program. This group is largely 
made up of “the doers” in the organization. These are the people who 
gather around the water cooler, and yes, there are even some gossipers. 
Use the gossipers to your advantage; give them positive messaging to 
spread. When considering what is important to this group, think back 
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to Kubler-Ross and the human-need side as it relates to change. The 
first thing that the individuals in this group ask is, “What is in it for 
me?” You should anticipate this question and be prepared to answer it 
for various factions in the organization from the beginning. Provide a 
consistent answer to this question, and this group in turn, will spread 
the word, whether they intend to or not.

A good method to use with this group is to hold focus groups. 
Because they have a high interest, there is usually good attendance. A 
focus group/open-forum–type of a meeting gives these stakeholders a 
chance to be heard. This quadrant typically consists of the group fac-
ing the biggest change. Talk to them frequently and actively listen. 
They tend to openly share both good and bad feedback. Different 
viewpoints may come up in these meetings that may impact how and 
what you communicate, or may even have an impact on how or what 
is delivered in the program. While it is important to have execu-
tive support, to be honest, those at the top usually know enough to 
be dangerous, but they are not “in the trenches” and may not know 
or understand all of the impacts and intersections. The groups most 
involved in impacted processes or systems are able to identify poten-
tial issues or areas of concern fairly quickly and often provide insight 
on potential improvements. By listening to them and addressing 
their concerns head on, you gain their trust, and over time, support 
for the program.

If there are individuals who seem especially vocal in a focus group, 
or if you are hearing about someone who is spreading negative press 
about your program, address it with them directly. Give them the 
opportunity to be heard through a one-on-one. (It is time to go out 
for coffee again.) If you begin to hear people really speaking up on 
behalf of the program and showing support, you may want to use 
that person as a “change champion.” As discussed in Section 5.2, a 
change champion is frequently an early adopter and is someone who 
can help drive the desired messaging through the organization, with 
a focus on informal communication. These individuals tend to emerge 
organically. If they do not, you may want to select and focus extra 
communications with a handful of people to bring them into this role. 
Whether it is positive or negative feedback, one of the best tools you 
have as a program manager to help manage stakeholder expectations 
and to drive change is to listen, and then take action on what you hear 
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to help drive program change. That is your main job with this quad-
rant. The best way to deal with the informants as it pertains to change 
management is as follows:

•	 Involve this group of stakeholders from the beginning. 
Immediately start communicating not just the organization-
level benefits, but what is “in it for them” as individuals.

•	 Take time to listen and understand the concerns of individu-
als in situations where the change is one that will make them 
feel negatively impacted. Adapt messaging appropriately.

•	 Have a regular feedback loop with this group. Focus groups 
are one good venue to solicit feedback and understand not just 
who is supporting your cause but who the naysayers are and 
their concerns.

•	 Engage in an open dialogue with any resistors you are able 
to identify. Grab a coffee and prepare to listen, and then to 
respond. If you do not have a response, let them know you 
value their input, and that you will think through everything 
they have shared and circle back around with them (just 
make sure you really do it—again, working on building rap-
port and trust).

If you follow these steps, you may use this quadrant of stakeholders 
to your advantage. Getting this group engaged in the change process 
from the beginning allows for a grassroots effort, pushing the program 
change while simultaneously working on the messaging from the top. 
Both components are necessary for effective change management.

5.3.4  Sleepers

There is not as much to say about the last quadrant, the sleepers. This 
group has little power, and they also have little interest. This group 
likely neither hurts nor helps your change effort. As such, you should 
still do basic communications to share the organizational and indi-
vidual benefits related to your program, but you are best served to 
focus on the other quadrants.

In summary, the change management process as it relates to pro-
gram management is a big deal. Its importance is often undervalued 
given the impact change management has on the overall success of 
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realizing sustained program benefits. It is important to understand 
some of the theory behind change management in considering what 
actions to take as a program manager, and why. To do this in an effec-
tive way, try following the ADAPT change model introduced in this 
chapter. As you articulate vision, define success, assess change readi-
ness, plan for change, and take action, the common theme throughout 
should be to think about your stakeholders—where they fit in the 
quadrants and where the resistance points are located. Actively listen, 
and continually refine your change management plan accordingly. 
People drive change. To be a top program manager you need to listen 
to the people in your organization and “ADAPT.”
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6
Enhancing Stakeholder 

Engagement through 
Effective Communication

Stakeholder engagement and stakeholder communication are by 
nature nearly synonymous. There is no way to fully engage stakehold-
ers without communicating well with them. This requires having a 
carefully planned communication strategy. Communication, along 
with stakeholder engagement, begins at conception of a program and 
must continue through all phases of the program through program 
closure. To effectively engage stakeholders throughout the program, 
you should equip yourself with a well-thought-out communications 
strategy and correlating communication plan. Poor communica-
tion is frequently a primary factor when stakeholder expectations 
are not met. You can remove this barrier to program management 
success through strong communication practices. The truth is that 
good communication is not rocket science. Anyone can do it, with a 
little guidance. This chapter focuses on providing you with a menu 
of communication options with tips on who/what/when and how to 
communicate program information. The chapter is organized into 
four sections:

•	 Understanding the difference between project management 
and program management communication methods

•	 Providing a menu of communication vehicles, with a discus-
sion of the pros and cons of each

•	 Creating a communication plan (who/what/when/where/how)
•	 Targeting communication methods by stakeholder quadrant
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6.1 � The Difference between Program Management 
and Project Management Communications

Strong communication is equally important in project management 
as it is in program management, but being competent at project man-
agement–level communications does not always equate to success at 
the program level. There are several distinct differences between pro-
gram- and project-level communication that are important to under-
stand. Table 6.1 highlights some of the key differences.

As you can see in Table  6.1, program-level communications are 
taken up a level, both in terms of target audience, as well as in the 
level of detail and type of information being communicated. As a 
program manager, you need to understand the big picture, especially 
how all of the different pieces relate to each other and where there 
are dependencies. Project managers should be escalating anything 
that could risk delays in their particular component project, and you 
should then synthesize the data from all of your project managers 

Table 6.1  Project Management versus Program Management Communications

PROJECT MANAGEMENT PROGRAM MANAGEMENT

Who (audience) Upward communication to the 
program manager and business 
leads

Downward or lateral communication 
with project team members

Upward communication focused on 
program sponsor and other power 
player stakeholders, executive 
steering committee

Lateral communication with vendors 
and customers

Downward communication with 
project managers and end users (if 
applicable)

What (type of 
information)

Project deliverable level
More granular—down to task level
Escalations needing support of 

program manager

Program component–level focus
Summary level, focus on 

accomplishments and program-level 
escalations needing leadership 
assistance

When (frequency) Daily with project team members
Weekly with program manager

Weekly with program team, daily for 
escalations

At least weekly with program sponsor 
(sometimes daily)

Monthly or quarterly with steering 
committee

How (method/
format)

Status reports
Team meetings
Project governance

Status meeting/program reviews
Program governance
Presentations
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to understand program-level impacts. That is where the focus is. If 
Project A is delayed, but it does not impact the overall delivery of the 
program, then it is not something that needs to be raised to the steer-
ing committee level. If, however, Project A is delayed, and Project 
B has a direct dependency on it which causes a delay in the overall 
program, you need to jump in, understand what the issues are, help to 
resolve them or manage the risk, and then communicate the impact 
and take corrective steps to move the program forward.

Communicating at the program level is not about identifying an 
issue and sharing it or throwing up yellow or red flags. It is about under-
standing, managing, and communicating the intersections within the 
program and sharing the whole story. Along with the above, part 
of communication as a program manager includes determining and 
proposing options to mitigate any risk related to component project 
delays. I liken being a program manager to being a music conductor; 
all of the pieces need to work in harmony, and when they do not, you 
have to make the appropriate adjustments. You need to continually 
make adjustments to who, what, when, and how you are communicat-
ing as you move through the various phases of your program.

6.2  Communication Methods “Menu”

To make it easier to think about different ways to communicate mes-
sages related to your program, it is useful to see a high-level view of 
the many communication vehicles available, along with highlights of 
the pros and cons of each method. I like to think of it as a menu. You 
may use this visual as a reference point when creating your commu-
nications plan and choose the items that are most appealing based 
on your specific needs. Looking at it in this way will allow you to 
easily identify an appropriate communications method depending on 
who you are communicating with, and what you are trying to com-
municate. Table 6.2 outlines the various methods of communication 
available in a business setting.

Where there is a message, there is a way to communicate it. 
Hopefully this chart has your mind thinking through new options or 
at least through new considerations for the communications methods 
that are available to you. The next step is to put all of this together 
into a cohesive plan that is specific to your program. The following 
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Table 6.2  Communication Methods “Menu”

COMMUNICATIONS 
METHOD PROS CONS

In-person, formal 
meeting

Able to initiate dialogue
Good venue for getting decisions 

made
Group stays focused

Difficult to coordinate schedules
If travel required, could be costly
Not a viable option with a globally 

diverse or virtual team
Hallway meeting Does not require pre-planning

Can get quick answers
Limited audience; typically only 

one-on-one
May not have enough time to 

thoroughly cover topics
Conference call Able to communicate with a large 

group at once
Consistent messaging

Some people may not pay attention 
(out of sight, out of mind) or may 
busy themselves multi-tasking

Web conference Enhances conference call to 
include presentation materials

Good option for global/virtual 
teams

Ability to have multiple presenters
Interactive

Can have technical difficulties

Videoconference Similar to Web conference but uses 
cameras; helps build 
relationships when faces are put 
with names

Drives accountability to pay 
attention

Can have technical difficulties
Must dress/present yourself 

appropriately

Status report Provides at-a-glance status
Can easily provide to a large 

audience

Not interactive
Response may be piecemeal; not able 

to immediately address any 
concerns

E-mail Easy
Good for a focused message
Great option for documenting 

decisions

Possible to inadvertently leave 
someone off of the distribution list

Can be misinterpreted if not carefully 
worded

Phone call Good option when you need a quick 
answer

Easier to clearly communicate 
versus sending e-mail

Good for continuing to build 
rapport

One-on-one conversation—others do 
not benefit from being part of the 
conversation; need to ensure 
messaging is consistent

Voicemail Acceptable option to deliver a piece 
of information that is factual and 
will not drive controversy

Easy and quick

No written record, so hard to go back 
if there is a misunderstanding

Limited space for leaving a message

Webinar Educates a large group
Can be interactive

Can have technical difficulties



85ENHANCING STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

section focuses on creating a communications plan that helps guide 
stakeholder engagement through all of the phases of your program.

6.3  Creating a Communications Strategy and a Communications Plan

Before we dig into how to create a communications plan, let us start 
with a clarification of terms. A communication strategy is a high-level 
view of communications objectives for your program, which are tied 
directly to program deliverables and expected program benefits. This 
strategy should incorporate program objectives, what the related out-
comes-based communications messages are that are tied directly to 
those messages, and who the target audience is for these messages. A 
communication plan is derived from the communication strategy. The 
communication plan is at a much more granular level, with specific 
targeted communications identified for each of the stakeholders or 
stakeholder groups. The communication strategy is then used as a 
guide as the program continues. As communications are created, the 
strategy should be used as a reference to ensure consistency, clarity, 
and focus on the right messages to drive the desired change and pro-
gram benefits.

Table 6.2 (Continued )  Communication Methods “Menu”

COMMUNICATIONS 
METHOD PROS CONS

Blog Communicates in a fun way to a 
large group

Cannot force people to read it—may 
not be as pervasive as you would 
like

Not interactive
Social media Allows team collaboration

Appeals to younger generations
Easy to reach a large audience

May have some resistance from those 
not previously exposed to this type 
of communication

Company culture will largely drive 
participation—if not embraced as 
part of company culture may have 
good response

Extranet or other 
shared group 
site

Version control—all team members 
have access to the latest 
documents posted

Encourages collaboration

May have some resistance from those 
not previously exposed to this type 
of communication

Newsletter Another way to communicate to a 
large group—information sharing

Not interactive



86 Stakeholder Engagement﻿

A good communication plan incorporates elements covering who, 
what, where, when, and how. There are many variations, but I like to 
include the following pieces of information at a minimum:

•	 Stakeholder name
•	 Stakeholder position
•	 What is to be communicated
•	 Communication method
•	 Frequency of communication
•	 Who is responsible for communication
•	 Comments/notes

Table 6.3 presents an abbreviated example.
A good place to start when putting together your communications 

plan is with the stakeholder engagement plan. Every one of your iden-
tified stakeholders from your stakeholder engagement plan should 
have at least one corresponding line on your communication plan. 
It is also a good idea to review what stakeholder quadrant they are 
in, as well as any input on preferred communication methods gath-
ered in your initial stakeholder conversations. One option is to include 
this information within your communication plan if it makes it easier 
rather than going back and forth between documents.

Here is one important tip with regard to information included in 
the communication plan: Consider who is able to see your communi-
cation plan document. Is it something you intend to just use yourself, 
or is it a required document that is reviewed by others? This varies 
from organization to organization. If you have made any “helpful” 
notes that others could deem offensive, you may not want to include 
that information in a document which is accessible by others. I once 
had a friend of a friend who was in medical sales, and he took notes 
on his stakeholders in a database to help him remember their names 
or interesting facts about them. He called on Dr. Z and made the note 
in his database, “thick glasses.” The comment was not intended for 
anyone else to see but accidentally got put on an address label when 
the same database was used for a mailing. So, Dr. Z received a mail-
ing that said “Dr. Z, Thick Glasses.” This was obviously not good. The 
same holds true with the stakeholder map. You could inadvertently 
offend people if you have not labeled them a power player but they 
think of themselves as a power player, for instance. The point here is 



87ENHANCING STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

Ta
bl

e 
6.

3 
Co

m
m

un
ic

at
io

n 
Pl

an
 E

xa
m

pl
e

ST
AK

EH
OL

DE
R 

NA
M

E 
OR

 G
RO

UP
ST

AK
EH

OL
DE

R 
PO

SI
TI

ON
W

HA
T 

IS
 T

O 
BE

 
CO

M
M

UN
IC

AT
ED

CO
M

M
UN

IC
AT

IO
N 

FR
EQ

UE
NC

Y
CO

M
M

UN
IC

AT
IO

N 
M

ET
HO

D
RE

SP
ON

SI
BI

LI
TY

CO
M

M
EN

TS
/N

OT
ES

Jo
hn

 S
m

ar
t

Pr
og

ra
m

 s
po

ns
or

Pr
og

ra
m

 s
ta

tu
s

W
ee

kl
y

On
e-

on
-o

ne
 w

ith
 

su
m

m
ar

y d
oc

um
en

t
Pr

og
ra

m
 m

an
ag

er
Pr

ef
er

s 
in

-p
er

so
n 

m
ee

tin
gs

Ex
ec

ut
iv

e 
st

ee
rin

g 
co

m
m

itt
ee

Ex
ec

ut
iv

e 
st

ee
rin

g 
co

m
m

itt
ee

Pr
og

ra
m

 s
ta

tu
s,

 p
ro

gr
am

 
le

ve
l e

sc
al

at
io

ns
M

on
th

ly
Go

ve
rn

an
ce

 re
vi

ew
s

Pr
og

ra
m

 m
an

ag
er

Us
e 

st
an

da
rd

 
go

ve
rn

an
ce

 te
m

pl
at

es
M

ar
y K

at
he

rin
e 

Ga
lla

gh
er

Re
so

ur
ce

 m
an

ag
er

Pr
og

ra
m

 ro
ad

m
ap

, 
ov

er
vi

ew
 o

f d
el

iv
er

ab
le

s 
an

d 
tim

in
g 

th
at

 w
ill

 
dr

iv
e 

re
so

ur
ce

 n
ee

ds

Bi
-w

ee
kl

y
St

an
di

ng
 3

0-
m

in
ut

e 
ph

on
e 

co
nf

er
en

ce
Pr

og
ra

m
 m

an
ag

er

Co
m

po
ne

nt
 p

ro
je

ct
 

m
an

ag
er

s
Pr

oj
ec

t m
an

ag
er

s
Pr

og
ra

m
 s

ta
tu

s,
 

de
pe

nd
en

ci
es

W
ee

kl
y

Te
am

 m
ee

tin
g

Pr
og

ra
m

 m
an

ag
er

Jo
an

 C
al

dw
el

l
Pr

og
ra

m
 m

an
ag

er
Co

m
po

ne
nt

 p
ro

je
ct

 s
ta

tu
s

W
ee

kl
y

St
at

us
 re

po
rt

St
at

us
 re

po
rts

 to
 b

e 
up

da
te

d 
an

d 
po

st
ed

 b
y 

en
d 

of
 b

us
in

es
s 

M
on

da
y



88 Stakeholder Engagement﻿

to always use discretion and make sure appropriate data protection 
measures are in place, and access is restricted anytime there could be 
something that people may be sensitive about. This is one of those 
times where you just need to use good judgment.

One question that often comes up is how much detail should be put 
into the communications plan. No, you do not need to put down every 
single e-mail you think you may need to send. You want the document 
to provide you with a framework and to be able to use it throughout 
the program as a guide. Creating it forces you to think through how 
you are going to communicate your key messages and helps ensure 
important stakeholders or stakeholder groups are not missed. In 
addition, beyond broader-level communications messages and meth-
ods, you should capture any special targeted communications based 
on information about pain points/concerns gathered in your initial 
stakeholder sessions. By doing this, your stakeholders know that you 
are listening and care about their specific drivers and needs. Broader 
communications are necessary and good, but it is these extra, targeted 
communication efforts that elevate your performance as a program 
manager. Your stakeholders expect the defined deliverables to be met, 
but again may have additional expectations.

For your stakeholders to be satisfied at the end, and for true pro-
gram benefits to be achieved, concerns need to be addressed head on, 
and that means regular, relevant conversations. It is a good idea, at 
least with your primary stakeholders, to put together a snapshot of 
how you intend to communicate with them. Let them know how you 
plan to provide status reports, and make sure that they are comfort-
able with what you intend to provide to them, when, and how. Always 
ask if there is something additional they would like to see, or anything 
they would like to adjust as far as content or frequency. The idea is to 
deliver the information that your stakeholders need to know, when 
they want it, and when they need to know it, to feel comfortable in 
supporting your program.

I worked at one organization that had a standard status report. I had 
to use the standard as a member of the project management office, but 
my program sponsor did not like it. He felt it did not include all of the 
information he wanted to know. He was looking for more detail around 
metrics in particular. We worked together to create a supplemental 
document that gave him the information he needed. By taking this 
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extra step, I was able to keep my manager happy and keep my stake-
holder happy at the same time. It is always better to provide too much 
information than not enough. Having said that, it is also important to 
make sure communications are meaningful. People are busy and do 
not want to waste time. Take the time to understand your stakeholders’ 
needs, and come up with an individualized plan that provides relevant, 
concise communications. Providing your stakeholders with the right 
type of information at the right time goes a long way toward meeting 
(or hopefully exceeding) stakeholder expectations.

6.4  Targeted Communication Methods by Stakeholder Quadrant

What you communicate and how you communicate with a stakeholder 
are closely tied with their interest level and their ability to influence 
the organization. If you have followed the recommendations in this 
book, you previously completed a stakeholder analysis and placed your 
stakeholders into a power map, with each stakeholder falling into one 
of the four quadrants:

•	 Power players (high interest, high influence)
•	 Danger zone (low interest, high influence)
•	 Informants (high interest, low influence)
•	 Sleepers (low interest, low influence)

This section discusses recommended communications methods and 
tips related to communicating with stakeholders in each of these 
quadrants.

6.4.1 � Communicating with Power Players Quadrant 
(High Interest, High Influence)

The power players group tends to have executive-level members in 
it. You expect to see the sponsor and other members of the execu-
tive committee in this quadrant. This group is highly influential and 
wants to be involved but does not have the time or the desire to get 
into minute details. Communications to this group should be focused 
on the big picture, along with escalations where they are required to 
take action of some sort. Written communication may be sufficient 
for some of the other stakeholder groups, but this group requires a 
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personal touch. Regular touch points, in person where possible, but at 
a minimum over the phone, should occur at least once a week for the 
program sponsor. For others in this quadrant, personal meetings may 
be less frequent but should still occur on a regular basis. (This could 
be through an executive steering committee meeting, for example.) 
Written communications should be provided in addition to these con-
versations. At a minimum, I like to provide a weekly status update (in 
whatever format is agreed upon between you and your stakeholders, 
sometimes it may be organizationally or procedurally dictated).

As a general rule of thumb, it is better to overcommunicate than to 
have gaps in communication. You need to find the right balance. If you 
inundate your stakeholders with too many e-mails and meetings, they 
may start to zone out. It is important to make your communications 
purposeful. What are you trying to convey? Refer back to the pro-
gram communications message map. Do your communications serve 
to reinforce the key messages you identified for your program? Being a 
good communicator does not mean dumping every piece of informa-
tion possible. A strong communicator communicates the most criti-
cal information pieces at a summary level, along with more detailed 
information as required for stakeholders to make decisions. If you have 
stakeholders who really like to get into the details and expect that 
information to be provided to them, you would want to go ahead and 
provide that detail. Wherever possible, you want to meet or exceed 
your stakeholder’s expectations. Communications are no exception.

Communications with the power players fall into three buckets:

•	 Program status—Provide a high-level summary of deliverables 
and progress. This can be provided through an in-person pre-
sentation, one-on-one meetings, or written communication, 
depending on stakeholder preference.

•	 Escalations—Communicate any area where you need executive 
support or decision making to resolve escalated issues. These 
communications should be in person whenever possible or at 
a minimum over the phone. I strongly recommend that you 
never handle escalations solely with written communication.

•	 Personalized communications—If your key stakeholders have 
shared any individualized program expectations that are 
outside of the organizational program goals (but still within 
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scope), you should regularly communicate progress toward 
those goals. If they have stated personal objectives, and you 
do not address them, you have failed in the end from their 
viewpoint. The smaller you can make the gap between deliv-
ered value and expected value, the more successful you are. 
To close this gap, you must tailor your communications to 
address these stakeholder-specific expectations.

It should be clear now what needs to be communicated. Equally impor-
tant is how to communicate with these stakeholders. Here are my top 
four tips for communicating with the power player stakeholder group:

•	 Get out of your cubicle—When possible, have face-to-face 
meetings to continue building your business relationship. If a 
meeting is not possible, pick up the phone; do not rely solely 
on written communication.

•	 Make sure there are no surprises—You do not want your key 
stakeholders to hear about issues from someone other than you. 
If there are escalations that impact the program deliverables 
or timeline, those are the items you should be raising in your 
status updates, especially if action or decisions need to be made.

•	 Know your stakeholders and tailor your messages—You should 
have some good intelligence from your initial stakeholder 
meetings and analysis. Use the information you gathered 
from these meetings to really “wow” your stakeholders. Show 
them that you listened to their feedback by either meeting 
or exceeding their expectations about program communica-
tions, tailoring what and how you communicate based on 
individual preferences.

•	 Make your communications purposeful—If you communi-
cate only important information, your stakeholders really 
pay attention when you talk or send correspondence. If you 
provide too much information, they may start to tune you 
out, which is not a good thing. These power stakeholders are 
busy—help them do their job by pointing out the highlights 
and areas where they need to be concerned or involved. Do 
not talk just to talk, and do not send e-mails that do not have 
a strong purpose tied to moving the program forward or 
enforcing key program messages.
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Of all the groups, the focus should be placed on the power players, 
but the other quadrants should not be ignored. Let us continue the 
discussion by considering how to communicate best with those in the 
danger zone quadrant.

6.4.2 � Communication with the Danger Zone Quadrant 
(Low Interest, High Influence)

This group can be tough because they are not that interested in your 
program, yet they have a lot of influence. Their focus is elsewhere. 
Perhaps they are involved in other key programs, or maybe they are 
just daydreaming about summer and a Cubbies World Series win. 
Because they are distracted (for whatever reason), any communication 
with them really needs to get their attention and in the right way. 
Communication with this group is much less frequent than with the 
power players quadrant. Because you have less opportunity to com-
municate with this group, communications again need to be purpose-
ful. You should consider what this group really needs to know.

Where this group becomes “dangerous” is when they operate on 
partial information. Perhaps they have heard a tidbit from a friend in 
the organization, just enough to set off an alarm. You need to be aware 
of these things (use that informal network discussed earlier) and get 
in front of them. Make sure these stakeholders have the most critical 
program-level information so they may make informed judgments.

You do not want to inundate this group with information as they 
easily get bored and dismiss it. If you have less frequent but highly 
visible communications, they are more likely to pay attention.

As this group has high influence, it may include some people who 
are needed for decision making in some cases. If this is the case, give 
the facts, and provide options with the pros and cons of each option. 
A one-page summary or pictorial showing side-by-side options works 
well in this situation.

To ensure you are being heard by this group who is not neces-
sarily that interested, I recommend face-to-face conversations. If you 
have trouble getting them to attend a meeting, you may have to find 
some way to intercept them in their office. Get to know their work 
patterns—when are they most receptive to talking? Maybe they have 
an hour in the morning when they tend to be in their office and not 
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sucked into meetings yet, or perhaps they like to go down to the caf-
eteria for a snack at the same time every afternoon, and you could 
accompany them and treat them to a coffee. Whatever it is you need 
to do, if you have a critical decision that needs to be made, you need 
to get face time (or phone time) with these people. One time I worked 
with a stakeholder who would accept meetings but then never attend. 
I discovered that my meetings were not the only meetings he skipped. 
If I found a “long” meeting on his calendar, nine times out of 10 I 
would find him in his office during either the first or last 30 minutes 
of the time he was “scheduled” to be elsewhere in a meeting. I used 
this to my advantage, going by and having an informal meeting.

This group can be tricky. They have a strong influence, but they 
are not paying that much attention, so they may or may not really be 
armed with the information they need to make informed decisions or 
to support your program in a positive way. To help with these, here are 
my top three tips for communicating with those in the danger zone:

•	 Be selective—This group does not want volumes of informa-
tion. Be selective in what you share with them, focusing on 
the most critical information, and/or areas where you need 
their input into a decision.

•	 Be concise—This group has a short attention span for your pro-
gram. Get your key messages into your communications and 
leave out the fluff.

•	 Meet in person—If possible, meet in person. It is harder to be 
ignored if you are sitting right in front of them.

6.4.3 � Communicating with the Informants Quadrant 
(High Interest, Low Influence)

Other than the power players, this is the quadrant where you should 
spend much of your communications efforts. Even though they may 
not have high organizational impact, if you search for them, you may 
find change champions in this quadrant. In addition, you unfortu-
nately may find others who are quite negative about your program. 
Whether spreading positive or negative opinions, these people are 
those at the water cooler, and typically they have a vast social network 
within the organization. Their ability to influence program outcomes 
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should not be underestimated. Remember the conversation about the 
“informal” network? (See Chapter 3.)

The general tone of communications for this group is different than 
that of the power player group in that communications should be fre-
quent and informal. It is also important to initiate communication 
with this group early on in the program. Water cooler or coffee talks 
are a good way to go. Conversation with these stakeholders should be 
individualized, especially at the beginning. Take the time to get to 
know them personally, as this helps you understand even more about 
their viewpoints and helps to start build the relationship. This group 
wants to know what is in it for them. If you can win over this group, 
they can help significantly with the overall change management pro-
cess. Engage this group early on, and work to gain their trust. Once 
they are provided with an adequate amount of information, they 
begin to feel less threatened, and the focus of the conversation shifts. 
As trust is built up, these individuals tend to tell you what is “really” 
happening. Frequently, the viewpoint at the executive level does not 
reflect the reality of the situation. These are the people with the “boots 
on the ground.” They are the people who think of potential issues 
or roadblocks. Getting their perspective has many positive impacts. 
First, they can provide a true “pulse” as to how your program is being 
perceived. Their input then influences change management messag-
ing. In addition, individuals in this group are able to identify any sig-
nificant potential issues. If you can uncover these items early enough, 
you may proactively come up with plans to address these items. This 
can save your program from de-railing later. With the right type and 
frequency of communication, this stakeholder quadrant can be used 
to your benefit.

Here are the top four tips for communicating with the informants:

•	 Engage this group early on—Initial conversations should be 
very personalized, focused on gaining trust.

•	 Use your stakeholder analysis to identify change champions—This 
group typically has a large network. Figure out who is likely 
to help spread positive messaging in support of your program.

•	 Know who the naysayers are—As important as it is to know 
who the program champions are is understanding which 
stakeholders are “against” your program. Spend individual 
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one-on-one time with these individuals to understand the 
root cause of their angst. They are likely to point out areas 
that are concerns to others as well. Take time to listen, and 
then tailor communications to this quadrant to address the 
concerns that are shared. Over time, this helps gain trust and 
hopefully move the naysayers to champions.

•	 Listen—To be a strong program manager, you always need to 
be on the lookout for things that may cause your program to 
veer off track. This group has the day-to-day knowledge that 
helps you identify and address these areas proactively. Do not 
dismiss concerns. Take the time to understand different view-
points, and use this information for risk planning and to help 
refine communications.

As you gain trust and respond to their concerns, communication focus 
shifts to more of a status-sharing focus. You should make program-
level communications available to them. A good method may be to 
have a shared community where documentation can be posted that 
may be read at their leisure. For this quadrant, your best bet is to over-
communicate. The more this group knows about the initiative, the 
more comfortable they become, and the more positive they become as 
they spread information about your program through their informal 
organizational network.

6.4.4 � Communicating with the Sleepers Quadrant 
(Low Interest, Low Influence)

For those in this quadrant, you still want to provide at least a minimal 
amount of communication. They may choose to ignore it, but at least 
it is there if they decide that they are interested. This quadrant is not 
going to hurt your program, but then again they do not really help it 
much either. Providing access to a shared communications environ-
ment is one way to handle this group. Another option is to send out 
written communications that are on a summary level which go to a 
broad audience hitting on the key points. This could be a newsletter or 
a brief presentation at an all-employee meeting, for example. As this 
group of stakeholders does not provide a lot of time and attention on 
your program, focus any communications on the key change messages 



96 Stakeholder Engagement﻿

you identified. That way, if they take anything in at all, they are tak-
ing in the most important information. The key point for this group is 
to provide information, but not too much—just enough to keep them 
informed at a high level.

I have only one key tip for communicating with this quadrant:

Do not forget about them—It is easy to forget about this group. They 
are not pressuring you for information, but you still need to keep 
them informed. Even though the least amount of effort is spent on 
communicating with these particular stakeholders, do not leave 
them out. They are still part of the overall change effort resulting 
from delivering the program and need to know at least at a high 
level what is happening.

In summary, communications and stakeholder engagement are 
closely related. The better the communications effort, the more your 
stakeholders are engaged. Strong communication is one of the most 
important factors in driving stakeholder satisfaction; it starts from day 
1, and is an essential program component throughout the program 
life cycle. Take the time to appropriately plan for program commu-
nications. Focus your communications on the key program messages 
to drive the organizational changes brought about by your program. 
Understand stakeholder nuances, and tailor communications accord-
ingly. The time you take to plan for communications pays off tenfold, 
as strong communication not only builds stakeholder engagement but 
also breeds trust and acceptance. Following a robust communications 
plan containing strong, appropriate communication with all stake-
holder groups throughout the program life cycle drives stakeholder 
engagement and, consequently, program success.
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7
Demystifying Metrics

Measuring What Matters Most

Just as with the term governance, just hearing the word metrics is 
enough to make many program managers cringe. Metrics may be 
your worst enemy, or they may be your best friend. This chapter aims 
to help bolster your confidence in utilizing metrics to guide program 
progression as well as help you begin to feel confident in the advan-
tages that those metrics may bring to your program. Through proper 
definition and monitoring, metrics are one of the most effective tools 
you have to drive stakeholder engagement through the course of 
your program. Although much of this book focuses on soft skills and 
intangible factors in driving stakeholder engagement, providing rel-
evant program metrics is one area where you may provide something 
more tangible. Having a solid way to measure performance allows 
you to demonstrate progress in a meaningful way as well as to explic-
itly highlight areas where you may need more stakeholder support in 
resolving any roadblocks.

It is necessary to begin this discussion with some key definitions. 
As such, the first part of this chapter focuses on defining key terms 
related to program performance measurement. The second half of 
the chapter focuses on how to define key performance indicators and 
metrics for your program. How do effective program managers ensure 
they are defining measurements that mean something to their stake-
holders? How do they then use these measurements to drive stake-
holder engagement?

7.1  Measuring Program Performance: Key Performance Indicators

People tend to loosely throw the term metric around. Once in a while, 
you may also hear the term key performance indicator. These terms are 
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often used incorrectly and interchangeably. It is important to draw 
a distinction between these two categories of performance manage-
ment. Starting at the broadest level, a key performance indicator (KPI) 
may be defined as “A set of quantifiable measures that a company or 
industry uses to gauge or compare performance in terms of meet-
ing their strategic and operational goals” (Investopedia, http://www.
investopedia​.com/terms/k/kpi.asp). One of the key pieces here is that 
KPIs are quantifiable—that is, they are tangible and measurable. The 
other important angle in considering what makes a performance mea-
surement a KPI is the focus on performance as it pertains to strategic 
goals. To be a KPI, there must be a correlation between what is being 
measured and the organizational objectives and program benefits you 
are trying to achieve. When applying this definition to a program, 
then, KPIs are quantifiable measures that the program steering com-
mittee may use to gauge program performance in terms of meeting the 
strategic program goals (which, as discussed earlier in the book, should 
also reflect organizational goals). The main takeaway is that to be a 
KPI, the measurement you are making must have strategic context.

Because KPIs illustrate progress (or lack thereof) toward realizing 
program benefits, they become an important tool for you as a program 
manager in two ways. First, if things are going well, it is a way for 
you to demonstrate the success you are having. This further instills 
stakeholder confidence in the program as well as in you as the pro-
gram manager. If, on the other hand, things are not going so well, 
these data then demonstrate lack of progress and shine a light on the 
areas that may be issues. You may use this information to drive critical 
conversations with your stakeholders. Thus, whether things are going 
well or not, KPIs are used as an essential piece of the overall commu-
nication of program progress and instill action where required.

As an example, if one of your program strategic objectives is to 
have the top market share of a particular segment, your KPI may 
measure your market share as it compares to the market share of 
major competitors over a defined time period. As another example, if 
you have identified that your customers are happy with your product 
but unhappy with how long it takes to get your product delivered, 
you might have a strategic objective to increase customer satisfaction 
through faster delivery of the product. In this case, your KPI would 
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be developed around process time (time to source/gather materials + 
manufacturing time + ship time). To make it more specific, you might 
make the KPI a 30% year-over-year cycle time reduction.

As you monitor your program and the different components are 
implemented, if the program is delivering the benefits it should 
be based on the defined objectives, you should see a measurable 
improvement along the way. If you do not see gradual improvements 
toward the end goal, there is an issue, and you may then focus on 
why there is no marked improvement. Once the issue(s) is identi-
fied, you can then put steps in place to get your program back on 
track. The key, again, is that KPIs are the most important measure-
ments of program success and are always tied directly to strategic 
objectives. KPIs measure what matters most. So where does that 
leave metrics?

7.2  Measuring Performance: Metrics

Remember in school when you learned that all squares are rect-
angles, but not all rectangles are squares? KPIs can be thought of 
in much the same way. KPIs are metrics, but not all metrics are 
KPIs. The earlier section details what constitutes a KPI, but there 
are endless possibilities of data to measure on a program. A metric is 
simply that: a quantifiable measurement of performance. In general, 
a metric that is not a KPI is more granular in nature, and it does not 
necessarily state what is being measured in the terms of the business 
objectives as a KPI does. Table 7.1 presents characteristics of KPIs 
versus metrics.

Table 7.1  KPIs versus Metrics

KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS METRICS

Focus on strategic objectives; they are 
quantifiable in terms of those objectives

Focus on demonstrating progress through 
tactical measurements

Are generally high level Tend to be more granular in nature
Drive program-level interventions Identify potential issues or variance within 

program components
Define program success and drive stakeholder 

satisfaction
Provide relevant information to stakeholders to 

keep them informed
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7.2.1  Examples of Metrics

There are countless examples of metrics. One example is the number 
of abandoned calls at a call center. Marketing metrics may include 
various measures related to Web site traffic. In sales, there may be a 
metric around sales performance measured against a sales target.

It is important to consider the context of what you are measuring 
when you rely on metrics to gauge program performance. For exam-
ple, if you are measuring sales, you would want to know not just the 
figures for the sales, but how they correlate to the business objectives 
at hand. To a large company, $1 million in sales would sound small, 
whereas $1 million in sales at a small company might represent tre-
mendous growth.

7.2.2  Metrics for Measuring Project Components of Your Program

Metrics are not just for your stakeholders; they are for you, too. Metrics 
are an important tool for understanding program progress, includ-
ing project performance for each of your program’s components. By 
having a standard set of useful measurements that you apply across 
your program, you are able to take a snapshot at any given time and 
understand the health of your program and its components. Typical 
project management metrics tend to focus on tactical measurements 
of time, cost, and resources. For example, you might include a per-
centage of deliverables completed on time, or a percentage of deliv-
erables completed within budget. You might also collect metrics of 
resource allocation. Other areas covered might include tracking of 
change requests (scope change) or in a technical project might include 
test results (quality measurements).

I would be remiss not to mention earned value management 
(EVM), which is a project management technique that is used to mea-
sure project performance and progress in an objective manner (Project 
Management Institute [PMI] 2013a). EVM has grown in popularity 
because of its ability to combine measurements of scope, schedule, and 
cost. In simplest terms, EVM allows you to compare planned versus 
actuals. The calculations in EVM may be used to predict schedule and 
cost variance (rather than reactive reporting of the other typical met-
rics). Because these measurements are predictive, you may then use 
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the information to identify necessary corrective actions to help keep 
each project in your program on track. Even though it takes some time 
up front to set up EVM, in a complex project that has a critical path 
impact on your program, it may be worth the time to do so.

It may not make sense to follow EVM in all cases. The time it takes 
to track metrics versus the usefulness of the resulting data should be 
taken into consideration. I know that I do not want the project manag-
ers on one of my programs to spend the majority of their time on man-
aging metrics. I want them out there interacting with stakeholders and 
proactively managing risks. As you determine which metrics to track 
for your program’s project components, remember to keep it simple:

•	 Metrics should be easy to track: You do not want to create a lot of 
extra work for your project managers, taking them away from 
other important tasks.

•	 Metrics should be easy to report: You want to be able to receive a 
quick snapshot update for any of your component projects at 
any given time.

•	 Metrics should be easy to understand: Consider the way metrics 
are presented. They should be understandable even to some-
one who is not actively engaged in the project.

7.2.3  Presenting Metrics to Your Stakeholders

Keep in mind that even though project metrics are primarily for you 
and perhaps others within your company’s Project Management Office 
(PMO), stakeholders often ask to see this type of information as well. It 
is normal to be asked for this information, and you should be prepared 
to share it. If your stakeholders are asking for it, that is a really good 
thing; it means they are engaged. One piece of advice is to tailor the 
level of detail and how you present the information based on the audi-
ence. Top-level executives do not need to see the detailed results from 
user acceptance testing, for example. They do need to know the overall 
results of the testing, and what those results mean for the program.

For executive-level stakeholders, I recommend providing informa-
tion in a one-page format and keeping it very high level. At the same 
time, you should always have the details readily available so when 
specific questions come up you have the answers ready with the data 
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to back it up. Again, this is a time when you may want to refer back to 
your initial stakeholder analysis. Although this is a general rule, if you 
have an executive stakeholder who really loves the detail, then work 
with him or her to understand the detail desired and the format to 
use to present it. There are never any hard and fast rules with program 
management. I can give you guidelines and suggestions, but as a pro-
gram manager, one of the required skillsets that you need every day 
in this role is flexibility. You must be able to read your audience and 
adjust your approach. This is true of every aspect of program manage-
ment and holds true for the topic of communicating metrics.

7.2.4  Metrics: How Much Is Too Much?

Metrics are good and useful, but how much is too much? You may 
have heard the term analysis paralysis. The reason you need to focus 
on KPIs rather than only metrics per se is that it is easy to get bogged 
down in too much data. I have worked for companies where there 
is an emphasis on metrics with measurements for just about every-
thing, and it ends up handcuffing the organization. The best advice 
I can give about metrics that are shared with your stakeholders is 
that you should focus on measuring those items that directly cor-
relate with the strategic objectives your program intends to achieve. 
Think about what you are going to do with the data. Lots of detailed 
metrics may be interesting to some, but what is the related action? If 
you are not going to take any action based on the data, then do not 
measure it. By staying focused on top-level items, you are able to use 
the data to drive program performance and any necessary actions to 
keep the program moving in the right direction, toward achieving 
program objectives. You are also then able to provide meaningful 
data to your stakeholders, keeping them focused on the right things. 
With too much data, a stakeholder may focus on a particular item 
that really has no real impact on the final outcome. Your stakehold-
ers are engaged but not in a positive way. Suddenly, your time and 
resources are spent chasing or explaining information that is not 
integral in pushing your program forward. Your stakeholders expect 
to see program data and pay close attention and spend energy on it. 
Because of this, it is necessary to make sure you are reporting on 
critical data so your stakeholders stay focused on the “right” things. 
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Even though we are talking about metrics, there is still a direct link 
with stakeholder engagement.

7.3  Defining Key Performance Indicators for Your Program

Measuring metrics that are tied directly to strategic objectives and that 
are agreed to up front by your stakeholders helps you in your mission to 
keep your stakeholders well informed and actively engaged in the right 
areas. It is important to make your key stakeholders part of the process 
from the beginning. Always have your power stakeholders involved in 
defining KPIs for your program. You want to make sure you are mea-
suring what is important to them. The things they want to measure 
should align with the strategic objectives, as those objectives define 
what benefits the program should achieve. I suggest having a working 
session with them shortly after the program kickoff to define success 
in terms of KPIs. A good way to guide the conversation is to discuss 
each strategic objective in turn, and ask your stakeholders directly how 
they define success for that particular objective. From there, you may 
break down those answers into measurable components.

Refer to the example about a strategic objective to improve cus-
tomer satisfaction through improved delivery times based on customer 
feedback of high overall satisfaction with the product but dissatisfac-
tion with how long it takes to receive the product. If you ask your 
stakeholder how to define success in this instance, the answer would 
likely be improved cycle time. As such, your KPI focus should be 
on improved cycle time. In this instance, you could have KPIs that 
measure improving cycle time (material acquisition + manufacturing 
time + ship time), for example by 30% every year. This is something 
that is clearly measurable and has a direct influence on the ability to 
achieve the desired outcome. You can measure this KPI throughout 
the course of the program and easily identify that there is an issue if 
there is not a measurable improvement.

7.3.1  SMART Key Performance Indicators

Whenever possible, your KPIs should be specific and measurable. 
You may be familiar with the term SMART (Doran 1981), which is 
a model often applied in corporate settings when defining objectives, 
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typically about performance goals. The same concept can apply here 
to KPIs. A KPI that is SMART is

S—Specific: A well-defined area of improvement (nothing vague)
M—Measurable: Have a means to quantify the improvement
A—Achievable: Should be a realistic objective given the environ-

ment and any related constraints
R—Relevant: Needs to relate to the defined improvement based 

on strategic objectives
T—Time-bound: Should not be open-ended; dates should be 

associated with the measurement

As you work through your stakeholder session to define program 
KPIs, ask yourself if these criteria are being met. By the end of your 
working session, your goal is to have clearly defined success measures 
for each strategic objective in terms of a SMART KPI.

7.3.2  KPIs: A SMART Example

Using our example from earlier, consider how the KPI of a 30% year-
over-year cycle time reduction (material acquisition + manufacturing 
time + ship time) measures up against SMART criteria:

S—Specific: This KPI is specific in that it provides tangible, eas-
ily identified factors, and gives a stated goal.

M—Measurable: This KPI is measurable, as it is possible to mea-
sure the time it takes to acquire materials, the time it takes 
to manufacture, and the time it takes to ship. Each of these 
items is something that may be measured and collected to 
determine the output for the KPI calculation.

A—Achievable: It is hard to determine with the limited informa-
tion provided here, but we can assume that there are program 
deliverables in place that target reducing material acquisition 
time and improving manufacturing time. With implementa-
tion of those program deliverables, this KPI is achievable.

R—Relevant: This KPI is relevant, as it ties directly back to the 
strategic objective of improving customer satisfaction through 
reduced time to delivery.
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T—Time-bound: This KPI is time-bound in that it spells out a 
specific time frame for when the improvement is to be achieved.

Go through the SMART exercise with each of your KPIs with your 
stakeholders. If one of the tenets of a SMART KPI is not there, you 
know your KPI needs more work. Strive for agreement on the crite-
ria—that is, what and how measurements are made. Insist on every 
KPI meeting the SMART guidelines.

7.4  Driving Stakeholder Engagement through Performance Management

By involving your stakeholders and getting to this level of specificity, 
your program reporting becomes quite meaningful and drives discov-
ery and decisions through the course of your program. Your stakehold-
ers have a strong understanding of what is being measured and are 
therefore better equipped to be actively involved when needed. As such, 
you may use your KPI reporting to help drive stakeholder engagement.

Because you have included your stakeholders in this process, get-
ting stakeholder buy-in and sign-off should be easy. (Yes, I definitely 
recommend getting formal sign-off on KPIs.) With an agreement up 
front on what constitutes success, along with defined measurements 
of success, you are already leaps and bounds ahead of other program 
managers in terms of managing stakeholder engagement. As the pro-
gram progresses and KPIs are reviewed, you are able to use them to 
keep the team focused on the right things. This includes ensuring 
that when stakeholders get involved, it is because you need them to 
do so. When you need help, it is easy to demonstrate why and where 
their help is needed. Conversely, when things are going well, it is 
easy to demonstrate success. Having these well-defined, agreed-to 
measurements takes a lot of the subjectivity out of the equation. The 
gap between stakeholder expectations and program benefits delivery 
should be more closely aligned if you take the time to work through 
these pieces up front as a team.

7.5  Summary

In summary, measuring program data is a best practice, when done 
at the right level and focused on the right measurements. KPIs can 
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be used as the goalposts for measuring progress, both positive and 
negative. KPIs may also be used as a communication tool to help 
explain opportunities for improvement and to help instill action when 
required. Ideally, as a program manager, at the end of the program 
you hope that the KPIs demonstrate your success.

Measuring too much data, however, can become burdensome and 
really slow program progress. If you start measuring everything, the 
most important data may be easily lost among all of the rest of the 
data. In addition, the focus of stakeholders may be taken away from 
where you want them to focus. There is definitely a time and a place for 
more detailed metrics, especially project performance–related metrics 
to help you understand project progress in relation to the progress 
of your overall program. Stakeholders frequently like to receive this 
information as well, but remember to consider your audience in how 
and what you present, and keep it as simple as you can.

When it comes to stakeholder engagement, try to steer stakeholder 
focus to those measurements that matter most, which are those that 
tie directly to your program and organizational strategic objectives. 
To help drive program success through the use of KPIs, it is criti-
cal to have full stakeholder engagement early on when the KPIs are 
being defined. The KPIs should meet the SMART criteria and, most 
importantly, should be agreed to and signed off on by all so that every-
one is defining success in the same way. By following these simple 
guidelines concerning program performance measurements, you are 
already one step ahead in keeping stakeholders engaged and satisfied.
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8
Making Meetings Count

Driving Stakeholder Engagement through 
Disciplined Meeting Management

Much of this book focuses on identifying stakeholders, understand-
ing stakeholder communication preferences, and determining what 
to focus on when it comes to communication with stakeholders. 
Regardless of communication preferences, out of necessity, holding 
meetings is one of the most frequent communication avenues with 
your stakeholders. Running effective meetings is such an impor-
tant topic in successful program management and in building strong 
working relationships with your stakeholders that I devote an entire 
chapter to it.

If the executives at your firm are comparable to those everywhere 
I have worked, people have extremely full calendars. It can be a real 
challenge to find time on calendars to hold meetings. As such, make 
sure you are respectful of your co-workers’ time constraints and ensure 
that any meeting you hold is essential. A lot of respect is gained by 
only holding meetings that have a direct impact on driving your pro-
gram forward. If you are particular about when to hold meetings and 
are disciplined in running effective meetings, your stakeholders make 
it a point to attend your meetings. They understand that if you invite 
them to a meeting it is because it is really important that they attend, 
and their input is directly needed. If you constantly overschedule peo-
ple, participation will not be consistent.

This chapter walks you through the basic “rules” and skillsets for 
running effective meetings. In addition, an overview is provided cov-
ering the different types of meetings typically held throughout the 
course of a program and related nuances, who to involve when, and 
common pitfalls to watch for in meetings. By the end of this chapter, 
you should be armed with the information you need to fully engage 
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your stakeholders in your programs. In a nutshell, this chapter is on 
how to make your meetings count.

8.1  How to Run Effective Meetings

Even though we might not like it, meetings are necessary and vital 
to decision making and instilling action throughout the course of a 
program. To run effective meetings, you have to draw on many differ-
ent program management soft skills. In particular, in addition to acting 
as a general facilitator, you must be ready to use your negotiation and 
conflict resolution skills. Program-level meetings often come with 
stakeholders who have strong, conflicting opinions. You need to be 
able to engage the group in productive, positive conversations to drive 
to a desired end result. This is one of the toughest jobs as a program 
manager, and a large part of this effort is handled during program 
meetings. In order to drive to decisions in your meetings, you must be 
armed and ready to guide the conversation and tactfully resolve any 
conflicts. On top of that, you need to take the required steps to run a 
smooth, efficient meeting. The last thing you want is for your meet-
ings to be filled with unnecessary distractions that take away from the 
end goal. Therefore, it is important to take the time to learn how to 
get the most out of your meetings. To get started, we look at the basic 
rules you should follow to run the most effective meetings possible.

8.1.1  Top Five Rules for Running Effective Meetings

8.1.1.1  Rule 1: Always Pre-Send an Agenda, with Times and Owners 
Associated with Each Topic  The agenda provides a framework for the 
meeting and sets expectations for participants regarding the topics of 
discussion. If you do not have an agenda, you may still get the results 
you want out of the meeting but not as efficiently. In addition, having 
an agenda instills confidence in you as a program manager. It demon-
strates organization and provides transparency. You do not ever want 
someone to come into your meeting wondering what the meeting is 
about and why it is being held. Having a set, detailed agenda removes 
any uncertainty about the topic(s) at hand. A sample agenda is pre-
sented in Table 8.1.
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An important detail within the agenda is that times and owners 
are assigned. Having owners for each topic provides guidance on who 
facilitates the discussion around his or her assigned topic. By pre-
filing, no one is surprised when they are called on to lead part of the 
conversation. (I recommend not just pre-filing but also making sure 
that all the assigned presenters are aware ahead of time and under-
stand your expectations of them.) Having times allotted is equally 
important, as it is easy to have a topic wander off into tangential con-
versation. By assigning times, you are able to call people to task to 
keep the meeting moving and ensure all the topics are covered in the 
time allotted. (See Section 8.1.1.2.)

8.1.1.2  Rule 2: Stick to the Agenda  This rule seems so intuitive and 
obvious, but it is the hardest of the rules to follow. You do not want to 
be so much of a stickler for this that people get cut off in the middle of 
a good conversation, but you do want to make sure each agenda item 
is given the time it needs. My advice is to wait for a natural point in 
the conversation to intervene if necessary and then redirect. If there 
is a topic that warrants further conversation, discuss who needs to 
be included in the conversation and make an action item to schedule 
a meeting to continue discussions. I would not recommend cutting 
someone off without determining how and when their concerns can 
be addressed. Just because an item is not on the agenda does not mean 
it is not worth discussion. You may want to include 10 minutes at the 

Table 8.1  Sample Meeting Agenda

TOPIC PRESENTER START TIME END TIME

PROJECT PURPLE—PROGRAM KICKOFF MEETING AGENDA

Opening remarks and 
introductions

Program sponsor, Judy Conroy 9:00 A.M. 9:15 A.M.

Agenda review/ground rules Program manager, Abby Lalla 9:15 A.M. 9:30 A.M.
Program deliverables—overview Program manager, Abby Lalla 9:30 A.M. 10:30 A.M.
Break All 10:30 A.M. 10:45 A.M.
Functional area breakout 

sessions
All (Abby to announce groups) 10:45 A.M. 12:15 P.M.

Lunch break All 12:15 P.M. 1:00 P.M.
Functional area report outs One representative from each 

group
1:00 P.M. 2:00 P.M.

Next steps Q&A/wrap-up Program manager, Abby Lalla 2:00 P.M. 2:30 P.M.
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end of your agenda as a catch-all for open discussion/questions and 
answers (Q&A) as one way to address some of these issues.

Meeting time management provides an opportunity to use some of 
your program management soft skills. There are ways to cut off con-
versation without coming across as abrasive or rude. Try something 
like this: “This is really good and necessary conversation, but I want 
to make sure we get through the agenda items today. Who should be 
included in this conversation so I may set up some time to continue 
this discussion?” Or, “This is great dialogue, and I would like to con-
tinue it, but first I want to get through our agenda items. We can get 
back to this conversation if there is time at the end of our meeting 
today, and if we run out of time I would be happy to set up a follow-
up meeting.” Or, “looking at the agenda, we have gone over our time 
allotment for this topic. I do not want to take away time from the 
other areas we have left to discuss, so if it is OK with everyone I will 
schedule a follow-up conversation to close out this topic.”

If you find that no matter how hard you try, you have trouble adher-
ing to a strict timeline, be mindful of that as you set your agenda. One 
tactic is to cushion your time allotments to allow for a little bit of give 
in conversation. Another strategy is to put your critical topics first, 
and with the most time allotted so that if you do not make it through 
everything, you have hopefully resolved open issues around the most 
important topics.

Again, the agenda is your guidepost for your meeting and is an 
important communication tool, both in setting expectations and as a 
reference tool to keep meetings on track. It is easy to get lazy and not 
follow the agenda (or worse yet, not provide an agenda). Do not fall 
into this trap; it is well worth the time and effort to create and follow 
an agenda.

8.1.1.3  Rule 3: Establish and Share Ground Rules (Then Enforce Them)  This 
is another instance where sometimes you might think you are sharing 
information that should be a given and should not have to be reviewed. 
I find, though, that when you state the ground rules up front, people 
are a lot more respectful to each other. It is just like in grade school; 
you should treat each other with respect and consideration. You can 
determine what ground rules make sense for your program based on 
your organizational culture, but some common ground rules include:
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•	 One person has the floor at a time; do not talk over someone. 
Let each person finish his or her thought, and then you can 
share yours.

•	 No name calling, finger pointing, or yelling (yes, sometimes 
you have to state this ground rule). Remind everyone that you 
all have the same goal in the end, and encourage lively debate 
that does not cross these lines.

•	 Be present—Do not have your laptops and/or mobiles open 
and do work while the meeting is underway. If someone is 
doing other work, that person is not giving the topic at hand 
his or her full attention.

•	 The only person typing should be the designated scribe. (And 
you should state the name of the scribe.) Try not to take 
phone calls during the course of the meeting; if you must take 
a phone call, excuse yourself from the room.

•	 Set expectations around breaks—either make participants 
aware that they can come and go as needed to use the bath-
room, or let them know when you plan on taking breaks.

After you share your ground rules, it does not hurt to ask around the 
room if everyone agrees to adhere to them. It makes it easier then to 
remind them of the rules and call them to task when necessary. There 
are often strong opinions, and things get heated; stating these rules up 
front sets the tone for a positive and collaborative meeting.

8.1.1.4  Rule 4: Assign a Scribe to Document All Key Decisions and Action 
Items, with Owners and Due Dates  As a program manager, you are 
typically the main facilitator of program-related meetings. It is quite 
difficult to be both the facilitator and the scribe. Always assign some-
one reliable to take notes. As you go through your meeting, take spe-
cial care to clearly define action items, designate who is responsible 
for taking that action and reporting back, and determine a reasonable, 
agreed-upon due date. Your scribe should capture all of these items 
and should recap all of the action items including the owners and due 
dates at the conclusion of the meeting. By doing this, it is quite clear 
what the next steps are, and who is taking those steps. This also serves 
as a tool to set expectations with stakeholders as far as when to expect 
things to get done. (See Section 8.1.1.5.)
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8.1.1.5  Rule 5: Send Meeting Notes with Key Decisions and Action Items, Then 
Monitor to Follow-Up on Due Dates  Almost as important as how you 
run the meeting is your meeting follow-up. Meeting notes are one 
of the primary tools for documenting and sharing decision points 
and action items. They may be posted in a shared environment and 
serve as a common source of record. In the event that a stakeholder 
forgets what was decided, he or she may be referred to a reminder. 
They are also a prime source of information for stakeholders who 
may need to be reminded of action items that have been assigned 
to them and due dates, as well as a source for tracking due dates for 
others’ action items.

One trap that is easy to fall into is to send the meeting notes but 
then fail to follow up on the action items. For recurring meetings, one 
best practice is to begin with reviewing the open status meetings from 
the previous session. By doing this, action items remain in the notes 
until they are closed. For a one-time meeting, it is your responsibility 
to follow up on any open action items that come out of the meetings 
you facilitate. One tip to help ensure that you do not forget to follow-
up on something is to add a task to your calendar that corresponds 
with each of the action items as a reminder.

8.1.2  Tips to Create a Positive Meeting Environment

Beyond these rules, there are other things you may do to improve 
meeting productivity related to the meeting experience and environ-
ment. Here are a few tips on things to be mindful of for large in-
person meetings:

•	 Consider the room temperature—Are people comfortable? Is 
it too hot? Too cold? Know ahead of time how to address 
environmental factors in the event you need to make an 
adjustment.

•	 Review emergency procedures (including fire exits and tornado 
safety)—I worked with one customer who had this engrained 
into the company culture as something that is reviewed at the 
beginning of every meeting, including identifying who in the 
room knew CPR and who had a working mobile on them in 
the event that an emergency call needed to be made. Safety is 
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important, and it is necessary to be sure that you are covered 
here, especially if you have visitors who are not familiar with 
your building procedures and exits.

•	 Schedule adequate breaks—If your meeting is longer than an 
hour, schedule short breaks every hour to hour and a half. 
One tip: If you have a longer meeting with breaks, be sure 
to include in your ground rules an item concerning timely 
returns from breaks.

•	 Provide food and beverages for longer meetings—If you have 
a long meeting that goes over a typical mealtime, provide 
something to eat, even if you have a “working meeting” while 
people eat. For early morning meetings, provide coffee and 
tea. For longer meetings in the afternoon, providing treats 
and beverages mid-afternoon is always well received. It is 
crazy how much goodwill can be gained by a slice of pizza or 
a chocolate chip cookie. Even when I work in organizations 
that do not pay for extras such as these because of budget 
cuts, I choose to spend my own money if necessary. To me, it 
is worth doing at least a little something for people, even if it 
is just a bag of candy or a box of donut holes. A little consid-
eration goes a long way in building relationships, and strong 
relationships help your mission.

8.1.3  Meeting Variations

Section 8.1.2 focuses on how to run a large group, in-person meeting. 
As a program manager, many of your major decision-making meet-
ings are in this format. However, there is a lot of variability in meeting 
type based on the organization’s culture and the structure of the pro-
gram team. This section discusses nuances of different meeting types 
and tips for how to handle each of the described meeting scenarios.

8.1.3.1  Large Group Virtual Meetings  If you have a global program or 
a decentralized program team, you may find yourself having a lot of 
large group virtual meetings, whether handled via conference call, 
Web conference, or videoconference. Sometimes it simply is not fea-
sible from a time/cost/geography perspective to bring people together 
in person. Some organizations even operate under a virtual model 
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where the vast majority of meetings are held this way. There are many 
positive aspects of virtual meetings:

•	 Less cost
•	 Less time spent traveling
•	 Less coordination required to have a comfortable space and food

Although there are some obvious benefits to virtual meetings, there 
are some things that make virtual meetings a little more challenging:

•	 Unable to see people so no one can read body language
•	 People often talk over one another
•	 Background noise (if people are not muting their lines), or 

conversely, dead silence, making it extremely difficult to have 
a good pulse on how the conversation is going

•	 Harder to keep people on task; easy for people to be multi-
tasking and not be paying full attention

•	 Because there is not a face-to-face setting, it is easier for peo-
ple to say no. It is generally more difficult to drive the group 
to be in agreement

Table 8.2 shows common trouble areas of virtual meetings and steps 
you can take to help combat these issues.

While all of the tips given in Table 8.2 are helpful, perhaps the 
most important focus area related to running successful virtual meet-
ings is the ability to read cues without being face to face. This takes 
some practice, but the more you run virtual meetings, the easier it 
becomes. Sometimes it can be easy. Because it is easier for people to be 
less cooperative on a call than in person, sometimes people just can-
not hide the disdain in their voice. In those cases, there is no second 
guessing. If you hear a negative tone, it is time to jump in and ask for 
more information about their specific concerns. These are almost the 
easier situations to handle. Where it gets tricky is when it is not so 
obvious. Here are some cues that you can listen for to help you know 
how to steer the conversation:

•	 Tone: As stated above, this one is sometimes obvious. If some-
one raises his or her voice, he or she may be communicating 
frustration or anger. If someone reacts with reluctant accep-
tance, he or she may not fully agree or support the decision at 
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hand. (For example, if you say, “Jane, do you agree with this 
approach,” and Jane replies with “I guess” followed by a sigh, 
you probably do not have her full acceptance.)

•	 Pace: If someone gets agitated (negative energy) or excited 
(positive energy), you may be able to read this by an increase 
in the pace of their speaking. (Of course, you may also 
sometimes deal with people like me, who talk fast all of 
the time.)

•	 Pause: If someone is pausing for a long time, it could mean a 
couple of things. One, it could mean they are multi-tasking 
and not fully paying attention. It could also mean the person 
is taking some time to think.

Other nuances may include factoring in cultural differences. The 
example that comes immediately to mind demonstrates communica-
tion style. In Western cultures, it is perfectly acceptable to be direct 
and work through a disagreement, while in Eastern cultures this kind 
of direct style may be considered disrespectful. As another example, 
while “Yes” might mean “Yes” in the United States, in Asian cultures, 
“Yes” might mean “I will think about it” or “Yes, I understand your 
message” (not necessarily that there is agreement).

Table 8.2  Tips on Overcoming Virtual Meeting Challenges

VIRTUAL MEETING CHALLENGE TIPS FOR HOW TO ADDRESS

Talking over one another—
call introductions

Rather than have people announce themselves, have a list of 
expected attendees in front of you and take roll call.

Talking over one another—
during course of call

At the beginning of call, reiterate ground rules. Even though the 
meeting is virtual, the rules of one person at a time, paying 
attention to the topic at hand, and general respect still hold.

Background noise Ask people to put their phones on mute unless speaking.
Dead silence Engage the group in dialogue. Ask questions, and if necessary 

point questions at individuals by asking them directly. If you do 
this periodically, people are also more likely to pay attention 
and stay engaged.

Cannot see expressions or 
read body language

Listen for vocal cues, and address directly (e.g., “John, you 
sound a little frustrated, can we talk through this—tell me 
what is frustrating you”).

Keeping the meeting on task Just as with an in-person meeting, have an agenda with times 
and owners. Send it ahead of time to meeting participants so 
they may follow along. Using visuals such as presentations or 
desktop/program sharing through a Web conference is also 
helpful.
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It is your job as a program manager to “read the room” (in this case, 
a virtual room), and adapt as necessary to steer the conversation in the 
right direction. You must have a structured approach to how you run 
your meetings, but you need to balance it with understanding not just 
what is being said but also the cues. Jump in to rescue the conversation 
when things start to go in a different direction and redirect to keep 
everyone on track.

8.1.3.2  Small Group or One-on-One Meetings  A lot of what has been 
discussed so far has focused on larger group meetings. Where does 
that leave you then with small group or one-on-one meetings? Some 
things are the same, such as the ability to pick up on body language or 
vocal cues and adjust accordingly, but other things are quite different. 
For example, it is probably not necessary to provide a detailed agenda 
complete with time slots per topic for a one-on-one meeting. Smaller 
group meetings as a rule are more informal. As another example, you 
are not likely to have a separate scribe for small group or one-on-
one meetings. (The scribe is you in this situation.) Even though you 
probably will not create formal meeting minutes, it is still important 
to document any key decisions and/or action items with owners and 
distribute this documentation after the meeting.

The level of formality varies largely based on your stakeholder’s 
preferences. I had one program sponsor who really liked to have his 
own program status report every week, with additional detail above 
and beyond the prescribed corporate report. We would use this status 
report as the outline for our one-on-one conversations. In other cases, 
having topics scribbled on a piece of paper as a reminder of what you 
want to cover works perfectly fine. There is a theme here: the program 
manager must be adaptable and flexible.

Table 8.3 depicts some basic guidelines regarding the differences in 
meeting structure for a small group or one-on-one meeting versus a 
formal large group meeting.

In summary, the general approach is the same: follow a logical 
methodology to work through the issues at hand, and drive decisions 
through constructive conversation. Whether meeting with one person 
or 50 people, remain disciplined yet flexible, adjusting the direction 
and approach based on the people cues you observe.
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8.2  Types of Meetings, When to Have Them, and Who Should Attend

The chapter thus far has discussed how to run meetings in general. We 
now shift the conversation a little bit and consider the types of meetings 
you may hold as you go through your program. Suffice it to say, there 
are program-related meetings at every phase of the program life cycle. 
In the early stages, for example, your meetings are focused on planning. 
Later meetings focus on issue escalation and resolution that come out 
of the execution phase. Even though there are some basic rules and 
structure concerning how to run effective meetings, it is important 
to distinguish between different types of program meetings and the 
nuances that lie therein. In the next section we look at planning meet-
ings, program status meetings, governance meetings, and one-on-one 
meetings. For each of these typical program meetings, I outline the 
meeting type (what), the meeting purpose (why), who to invite (who), 
location (where), and any special considerations (call that “how”).

8.2.1  Meeting Type: Planning Meetings

Purpose: Planning meetings set the stage for program execution. 
In the initial planning meetings, you should guide the team 

Table 8.3  Meeting Structure Differences—Large Group versus Small Group

TOPIC LARGE GROUP SMALL GROUP/ONE-ON-ONE

Agenda Formal agenda required, pre-filed 
ahead of meeting

Informal approach is typically 
fine—could be bullets within a 
meeting invitation, could be an 
agreed-upon format if preferred by the 
stakeholder, or could be notes on a 
piece of paper; will vary depending on 
stakeholder preferences

Location Pre-scheduled; in-person meetings 
typically held in large conference 
room; could also be videoconference 
or Web/phone conference

Phone call, office, or small meeting 
room; may be pre-scheduled or 
impromptu

Meeting notes Assigned scribe to take formal 
meeting minutes, with action items 
and owners

The scribe is you; document key 
decisions and action items

Follow-up Meeting minutes should be posted in 
a centralized location; responsible 
for follow-up on all action items

Decisions and action items should be 
summarized and sent via e-mail; 
responsible for follow-up on all action 
items
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in exploring options for how to achieve strategic objectives 
identified for your program. From there, you should facili-
tate discussion to examine options and determine program 
deliverables based on selected options. These meetings may 
also include defining program success and how success is 
measured. (See Chapter 7 on KPIs.) Once deliverables are 
determined, planning meetings may include more detailed 
planning at the deliverable level.

Whom to invite: The initial exploratory meetings should be 
attended by any stakeholder identified as a decision maker. 
Invite those who are impacted the most by the program. 
This always includes your program sponsor. Likely if you 
have an executive steering committee established for your 
program, you should invite that group of individuals, with 
input from them on additional attendees. The next level of 
planning sessions should be attended by the identified leads 
for each of the functional areas with program deliverables. 
Your key stakeholders may or may not want to be involved 
in this next level of planning. That is likely to vary based on 
culture and individual preference. I recommend coordinat-
ing with your program sponsor on who should be included 
in which meetings.

Location: When possible, it is best to hold these meetings in 
person, as the decisions made in these meetings drive the 
rest of the program. In addition, it is an opportunity to 
begin establishing and influencing the team dynamic. Even 
meeting someone face to face once tends to help in creating 
a stronger business relationship, which always helps when 
issues come up later that require people to work together to 
resolve issues.

Special considerations: It can be easy to invite too many people 
to these meetings, because everyone wants to have a say. You 
should take the time to really examine who is included in 
these meetings. If someone wants to come to the meeting just 
to hear the discussion but not to actively participate, I rec-
ommend providing them the meeting information in another 
way rather than participating in the meeting.
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8.2.2  Meeting Type: Program Status Meetings

Purpose: These are regular meetings to review program status with 
all key stakeholders, including raising and discussing open 
issues that may require input or action from the larger group.

Whom to invite: Invite the program sponsor, executive steering 
committee, functional leads, project managers for each major 
work stream, and any other key stakeholders as identified in 
your stakeholder analysis.

Location: The meeting may be held in person, but it is typically 
sufficient to hold virtually as a Web conference.

Special considerations: Any materials gathered for reference over 
the course of the call should be provided electronically ahead 
of time. I prefer to provide one slide per major deliverable, 
and have the project manager for that deliverable prepare 
and present the information. Included on the slide are the 
major milestones with dates and stoplight indicators (for more 
on stoplights, see Chapter 9). In addition, the slides should 
include major decisions/progress made since the last update, 
as well as any critical open items that may need stakeholder 
input. Figure 8.1 presents an example of a status slide for a 
component project used in a program status update.

8.2.3  Meeting Type: Governance Meetings

Purpose: This is a formal meeting to review progress, review 
required documentation, answer questions, and obtain 
required stage gate approvals. These meetings are typically 
held periodically throughout the course of the program, based 
on an organization’s governance stage gates. (For those of you 
not familiar, a stage gate or a phase gate is a formal review point 
where the governance committee decides whether or not the 
program is fit to proceed to the next stage. Gates vary by orga-
nization, but as an example may include discovery, scoping, 
business case/planning, development, testing, and launch.)

Whom to invite: The governance committee invites you to this 
meeting, or you may need to work with the governance 
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committee administrator to be added to the agenda for a 
particular governance session. Keep in mind that it is your 
responsibility as the program manager to inform governance 
when it is time for a review meeting for your program. It is 
risky to leave this up to the sponsor, as oftentimes there are 
multiple sponsors, and it may be unclear who is responsible. 
You may remove any confusion by proactively adding your 
program to the governance schedule as needed.

You may choose to include project managers from your pro-
gram’s component projects to participate in the governance 
session when appropriate. Also, if there are any other influen-
tial stakeholders who are not on the governance committee, 
you may choose to bring them along with you.

Location: The meeting may be held in person or virtually.
Special considerations: This is a meeting where you are a partici-

pant rather than a facilitator. Typically, these sessions require 
you to produce previously required defined documentation 
(for instance, a business case or requirements document). (I 
think you need to change the “whom to invite” to assume 
the program manager is there and the program manager may 
wish to have some project managers there—the program 
manager may suggest some other key stakeholders to invite 
who are not on the governance board.) Once you present your 
documentation, the group discusses your input and asks ques-
tions. Usually, the governance committee determines if you 
meet the pre-defined criteria for passing the gate, and makes 
a decision: go (move forward), stop (kill the program), hold 
(place program on hold until further notice), or conditional go. 
(Yes, you may move forward, but only if you meet additional 
required follow-ups and report back to the governance group 
that the follow-ups are complete before proceeding.)

8.2.4  One-on-One Meetings

Purpose: One-on-one meetings are informal meetings com-
monly used to inform key stakeholders of progress or to dis-
cuss issues and risks and potential resolutions. I like to hold 
weekly one-on-one meetings with my program sponsor, and 
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interject additional meetings as necessary as the initial escala-
tion point. One-on-one meetings may also be used in many 
other ways; for example, you might use this format as part of 
the change management effort for the program to help rein-
force key change messages. This format is also useful for peri-
odic updates with project managers or functional leads for you 
to receive the status on each of the major component projects 
within your program.

In addition, it is important to hold one-on-one meetings with 
governance board members or their representatives prior to 
the governance session to uncover any concerns ahead of the 
governance stage gate. You should go into governance know-
ing what concerns may be brought up and be prepared to 
address those concerns. One-on-one meetings are an excel-
lent way to gather this information and ensure you are as pre-
pared as possible.

Whom to invite: This varies, typically the program sponsor, key 
stakeholders, functional leads, or project managers are invited.

Location: This meeting may be held in an office or more infor-
mally over coffee or a meal. These meetings may also take 
place over the phone.

Special considerations: One-on-one’s are extremely useful to 
ensure that key stakeholders are not met with any surprises 
in a public setting, and that you have their buy-in concerning 
any issues or action that needs to be taken. It is also useful 
when trying to get real answers out of people. You are more 
likely to have more frank discussions in a one-on-one setting 
than when there is an audience. Use these meetings to build 
mutual trust and to form a solid foundation for ongoing busi-
ness relationships.

8.3  Common Pitfalls of Ineffective Meetings

You are now armed with the information you need to run effective 
meetings and turn meetings into a valuable program management 
tool. We have covered what you should do, but it is also important to 
understand some of the common pitfalls. Here are a few tips on what 
not to do when running a meeting:
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•	 Start late—This gives a bad first impression of disorganiza-
tion and wastes the time of people who are there ready to go 
on time. In addition, you are behind on your agenda from 
the beginning. (I know of one manager who would actually 
lock the door at the beginning of a meeting so that latecom-
ers could not come in. I am not sure I would recommend 
that approach, but it certainly taught people to be on time.) 
Consistently starting your meetings on time should be suf-
ficient to drive the desired behavior.

•	 Allow lengthy off-topic discussion (and/or run your meeting with-
out an agenda)—If you get off track, it is hard to get the group 
refocused on the topic and meeting the objectives at hand. 
As discussed earlier, tactfully redirect the conversation and 
table additional conversations for future meetings. Having an 
established agenda helps you avoid this pitfall.

•	 End the meeting without clear next steps, action items, and own-
ers—The last thing you want is for people to leave your meet-
ing not understanding what comes next and their specific 
role. You want to have clear communication before, during, 
and after your meeting.

It is easy to get in a hurry and have any of the above happen. Try to 
schedule ample time to allow for a little bit of flexibility, and most 
importantly, being diligent is following the rules of effective meetings 
to avoid these pitfalls.

8.4  Summary

In summary, meetings are a daily reality for program managers. Use 
meetings wisely by inviting the right people, staying organized with 
formal meeting documentation, following the rules of effective meet-
ing management, and appropriately employing program manager 
soft skills to direct communication to get to your desired end result. 
As you start to use these new meeting habits, people tend to notice 
and appreciate that you run productive meetings. As such, partici-
pation rates increase. Stakeholders become aware that if you hold a 
meeting and they are invited, there is a reason for it and they should 
attend. Further, purposeful meetings with adequate participation 
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drive critical conversations and serve to help keep stakeholders fully 
engaged. Instead of dreading meetings, consider them a useful tool 
and turn them from a burden into an advantage by really making 
them count.
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9
Where the Real 

Work Gets Done

Issue Resolution through Informal Governance

One of my peers once exclaimed to me, “90% of a PM’s job is breaking 
bad news.” I paused for a moment, thought about it, and responded 
otherwise. The program manager’s job is not reactive—it is proactive. 
It is the program manager’s job to anticipate roadblocks and issues. 
Issues inevitably arise, and you need to research and be ready with 
options and potential resolutions. If you wait to present issues until 
formal governance meetings, it is often too late in the process to effec-
tively manage the issues in a proactive manner. This is where what 
I call informal governance comes into play. Through regular conver-
sations with your program sponsor and other key stakeholders, you 
can gather input and approval on how to handle potential risks and 
issues between governance gates. This approach allows your program 
to continue its forward momentum and stay on track. By doing this, 
you essentially turn the governance meeting into a “rubber stamp” 
event as concerns are addressed proactively. (This sure helps take the 
stress out of those governance meetings, too.)

Building on the last chapter on effective meeting management, 
there are many different meeting formats and related documents that 
may be used to handle program status reporting and escalations. This 
chapter delves into more detail on program status meetings and pro-
gram status reports, including discussion on the infamous program 
health stoplight indicators. The chapter closes with a four-step process 
to follow to drive program escalations to a satisfactory resolution.
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9.1  Monthly Program Status Updates

Part of the challenge of running a large program is keeping all inter-
ested parties informed of its progress. Although many of your power 
player stakeholders may be part of formal governance, there is typically 
another layer of influential stakeholders who you should keep engaged 
and up to date. You may choose to communicate status in a number 
of ways, but I find it helpful at the program level to have a regular 
program status review with all the primary stakeholders including 
your program sponsor in attendance. The frequency of these meetings 
depends largely on the size and pace of your program, as well as your 
organizational culture. I tend to prefer a monthly cadence.

A typical agenda includes the following:

•	 Program Update by the Program Sponsor: This is an opportunity 
for the program sponsor to share his or her perspective on 
progress or concerns. Further, in thinking back to the change 
management discussion, it is a prime opportunity for the pro-
gram sponsor to push any of those key change messages. It is 
essential to have your program sponsor present and actively 
participating, as this shows continued, visible executive sup-
port. If your program sponsor cannot make this meeting, 
reschedule it.

•	 Snapshot of the Program Roadmap: A program roadmap is a 
visual that shows all of the component projects that make up 
the program, including sequencing and associated timelines. I 
usually put this into a Gantt format. (A Gantt chart is simply 
a bar chart that depicts a visual representation of a project 
schedule or in this case a program schedule.) An example is 
presented in Figure 9.1.

•	 Program Structure: Including this information is optional, but 
I like to put this information in during the initial program 
review meetings. The program structure (or program “house” 
as discussed in Chapter 3) illustrates how governance and pro-
gram oversight are handled for your program. Again, this is a 
good tool to demonstrate organizational- and executive-level 
commitment to and visibility of the program. For reference, 
the program house example used in Chapter 3 is provided 
again in Figure 9.2.
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•	 Component Project Updates: I like to have the functional lead or 
project manager assigned to each of the component projects of 
the program prepare for and present an update on their project. 
This is an opportunity to highlight progress and gain good press 
on accomplishments. It is also an opportunity to bring up impor-
tant topics for discussion, in particular, risks or issues where 
management decisions or actions are required. I typically allot 

FY2015 FY 
2016 

FY 
2017 

Project/Milestone Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct 
Vendor Assessment Complete 
Data Collection Complete 
Gaps Analysis Complete 
RFI Complete/Vendors Selected 
System A Delivered 
Phase 1  

Phase 2 

Phase 3  

Phase 4 
System B Delivered 

Phase 1 

Phase 2 

Phase 3 
System C Delivered 
Phase 1 
Phase 2 
Data Migration Complete 
Phase 1 
Phase 2 
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10 to 15 minutes per project. The total length of your program 
update depends on how many work streams you are reporting 
and discussing. As presented in Chapter 8, I prefer a one-slide 
update, using a format such as that illustrated in Figure 9.3.

•	 Open Discussion/Next Steps: This provides a forum for the 
larger group to voice any concerns or ask questions. Having 
time allotted here also allows for a cushion in the agenda in 
the event a little more discussion time is needed on a topic, as 
mentioned in Chapter 8. The meeting should conclude with 
a recap of the next steps, including any action items, owners, 
and due dates.

9.2  Weekly Program Status Updates

Large group program status meetings are useful and a good venue for 
addressing topics requiring group input, but the majority of issues that 
come up are handled in one-on-one or small group conversations. Do 
not wait until governance meetings or monthly program meetings to 
raise issues. These meetings are the primary method you should use 
for issue escalation. At a minimum, you should provide your program 
sponsor with a weekly program status update. The weekly update may 
be provided in written form, but when there are decisions that need to 
be made, or issues you want to make your sponsor or other key stake-
holders aware of, the best venue is in person if possible or at a mini-
mum over the phone. These conversations may take place in a weekly 
meeting, or when warranted they may be handled as additional issue-
specific one-on-one or small group meetings.

As program manager, you do not know all of the details of each 
of your program component projects, but you should be aware of any 
issues that impact the program budget, scope, or timeline. Just as you 
should provide your stakeholders with weekly status updates, the proj-
ect managers for each of the component projects should provide the 
same information to you on their particular project. I prefer to have 
weekly status meetings for each of my component projects when fea-
sible. In between, I stay out of the way of my project managers unless 
they pull me in for an escalation, which I expect them to handle pro-
actively rather than waiting for an official status update. By having a 
standard process in place for status reporting and issue escalation, I 
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am able to take the information that the project managers provide in 
their updates and use it as input into the overall program status update 
for my program sponsor and key stakeholders.

When considering how to communicate status and issues, both for 
what you receive from your project managers and what you provide to 
your program sponsor and primary stakeholders, the best approach 
is a blend of written and verbal communication. Providing a weekly 
written status in a uniform format provides a context for discussing 
risks, issues, and potential solutions as you hold conversations with 
your stakeholders. When there are issues (or anticipated issues) that 
may have an impact on the program timeline, budget, or scope, it is 
time for a conversation. These are the critical conversations you need 
to have with your stakeholders. Again, it is important to get out of 
your cubicle, stop over-relying on written communication, and have 
the conversations necessary to determine the best options for remov-
ing roadblocks as they occur.

For the larger stakeholder community, the weekly status report 
may be sent out or posted in a shared area. The status report provides 
highlights of risk areas. I like to communicate risk through using the 
common stoplight methodology (red/yellow/green status indicators). 
Unfortunately, this system works only if a company’s culture allows it. 
Effectively using stoplights is the topic of the next section.

9.3  Using Project Health Stoplights Effectively

As common as it is to use the stoplight approach, it is just as common 
for it to be used in an ineffective manner. In many organizations, per-
formance ratings may be tied to perception around performance based 
on status reporting. As such, people are simply petrified to flag an 
item as red or even yellow out of fear of repercussions. Unfortunately, 
this flies in the face of transparent communication and collaboration 
to resolve issues. It is completely useless if everyone always reports 
green lights all of the time. When this is how people report, stake-
holders assume that everything is going great and do not receive any 
triggers to take action. Issues get covered up instead of resolved, and 
eventually they surface, much to the surprise of the stakeholders who 
have received nothing but green light updates. When this happens, 
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the program suffers. It is difficult to recover from situations where 
issues are reacted to, rather than dealt with proactively.

If you are new to an organization, ask around about how yellow 
and red lights are perceived. (This is a good coffee talk conversation.) 
If you find yourself in an organization where the expectation is to 
never have anything other than green lights, you have some education 
to do. Take the time up front to explain to your program sponsor and 
primary stakeholders how the stoplights may be used as a tool to keep 
the program on track, and come to an agreement on the definition of 
each of the colors, and how you intend to manage the program based 
on these definitions.

There are several different interpretations of when to turn a light 
yellow or red. In the simplest of terms, the colors mirror actual stop-
lights: green means “go,” yellow means “caution,” and red means 
“stop.” In the context of a program or project, these are the definitions 
I like to follow:

•	 Green: There are no issues to report that will impact the time-
line, budget, or scope. All is on track.

•	 Yellow: Risks or issues have been identified that may have an 
impact on the timeline, budget, or scope. Steps should be 
taken to determine the appropriate course of action to move 
the deliverable back to green status. If not resolved, there is a 
strong possibility that program deliverable(s) will not be met.

•	 Red: Issues have been identified that are “show-stoppers.” 
If these items are not immediately resolved, the program 
deliverable(s) will not be met.

One way to present the information at the program level is to report 
the stoplight color for each component project in a one-page view. 
This may not provide enough detail, however. You may want to pres-
ent the information in a grid format, with each component project 
as a row with a separate stoplight for scope, budget, and timeline 
for that project. This way, it is easier to hone in on issues and their 
impact. Another option that can be used to provide granularity in 
your program status reporting is to use trend indicators. A trend indi-
cator simply indicates the direction in which things seem to be going 
for a particular deliverable. For example, if an item is green, but you 
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are starting to hear “noise” from some of your team about a potential 
issue, you may have a green status, with a down arrow indicating a 
downward trend toward yellow. Conversely, if you have a yellow flag 
and the issue is close to resolution, you may indicate a yellow flag with 
an upward arrow to indicate things are progressing toward resolution.

Even when I have a three-tier green/yellow/red program, I tend to 
speak to trends in my updates. I sometimes call a deliverable with an 
impending issue a “greenish yellow,” for example. In those cases, I like 
to go ahead and start discussing the issue at hand and begin doing the 
research necessary to proactively understand options. Another option 
is to have more than three colors, but this may make it more difficult 
to come to an agreement on nuances between the different statuses, 
which could create confusion or inconsistency in reporting. However 
you decide to handle it, you need to be in agreement from the begin-
ning as to what the colors mean, and what actions result when a light 
turns from green to yellow or from yellow to red. Note that it is pos-
sible to have a scenario where a deliverable goes from green to red, but 
this is highly unusual and should not be a common practice. Use the 
yellow status to make stakeholders aware of issues while there is still 
time to do something about them.

Although it is good to identify issues early and raise awareness, 
it is important not to raise the flag on every little thing that occurs. 
You do not want to get a reputation for sounding the alarm unnec-
essarily. There is a balancing act. When considering how to report 
on a particular deliverable, think of things from your stakehold-
ers’ viewpoint. Is the issue something that can be easily addressed 
without the help of your stakeholders? If so, go ahead and resolve 
it. You can make a comment on the issue and resolution, and that 
is sufficient. Is the issue something that has a potential impact on 
the timeline, budget, or scope? If so, consider flagging it yellow. If 
there is an issue that needs to be resolved but does not impact overall 
program deliverables, then you may choose not to use a yellow indi-
cator at the program status reporting level. Is the issue something 
that requires assistance from stakeholders outside of you and your 
immediate team? If so, consider changing the stoplight indicator. 
You have to apply logic to every situation. Again, think about what 
you would expect to see reported if you were the stakeholder review-
ing the status report. If you think there is something that would be 
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important for your stakeholders to know, then by all means, update 
the status, and provide supporting details.

In addition to being in agreement on the definition of the lights, 
you should take the time to set expectations with your stakeholders on 
what is needed and expected of them in the event that an item goes 
from green to yellow or from yellow to red. In both cases, primary 
stakeholders need to be aware of the issue at hand, and you should 
inform them of the steps you are taking to resolve the issue. They 
should be prepared to assist as necessary. In the case of a red light, 
immediate intervention and help are needed; your stakeholders need 
to understand that a red light means there is a top-priority issue that 
warrants their immediate attention and assistance.

With definitions and expectations set around the stoplights, non-
green reporting becomes expected and accepted. Appropriate use 
of the stoplight indicators is something that may set you apart from 
other program managers. If you use the stoplights in the right way, 
you are proactively handling issues with complete transparency. This 
means that you reduce the chance of a bad surprise and in general 
are practicing “no-surprises” program management. This is greatly 
appreciated by stakeholders. Always operate in this manner: Instead 
of sharing bad news and reacting, anticipate and remove obstacles.

As discussed, the purpose of the stoplights is to know when and 
how to take action. We will now delve into that a little deeper by 
focusing on what to do when there is a yellow light. The next section 
provides a four-step process for effectively managing risks and issues.

9.4 � Caution: Yellow Light—Four Steps to 
Effectively Manage Risks and Issues

I find that the heart of meeting or exceeding stakeholder expectations 
lies in how you handle risks and issues throughout the course of the 
program. To set yourself apart from other program managers, follow 
these four simple steps as you approach risks and issues in your program.

9.4.1  Step 1: Identify the Issue or Risk

There are many ways that you can learn of an impending issue or risk. 
For clarification, an issue is something that has happened that requires 
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determining a resolution. A risk is something that you anticipate may 
happen which would impact your program, requiring you to deter-
mine a mitigation strategy in the event that the risk becomes a reality. 
In both cases, you may need to escalate to come to an agreement on 
resolution or mitigation options.

In some cases, an issue may be raised by a project manager from 
one of the program component projects. In other cases, there may be 
a dependent deliverable that gets delayed impacting another deliver-
able. Another way you may learn of issues or risks is simply through 
the grapevine. Remember those coffee talks and using your informal 
network? Sometimes a solution is laid out by people in an organiza-
tion who have such a high-level view that they may not understand or 
appreciate some of the details. A subject matter expert may shed light 
on some of these issues and risks and the program-level impact they 
may have. It is important to keep your ear to the ground at all times 
and keep the conversations going, not just at the beginning of your 
program, but throughout the entire program life cycle. Once an issue 
is identified, the next step is to assess the issue.

9.4.2  Step 2: Assess the Issue or Risk

To properly assess an issue or risk, ask yourself (or other knowledge-
able people in your network) the following:

•	 What is the impact of this issue if it is not resolved (or of this 
risk if it comes to fruition)?

•	 What viable options are available to resolve the issue or to 
remove the risk?

•	 For each of the options under consideration, what are the 
time, cost, and resource implications?

Gathering this information may take some time. During this step, 
you will need to lean on your extended team. This is an appropri-
ate time to pull in your subject matter experts to get their valuable 
opinions. Another excellent resource is your peers. Have these situ-
ations been faced by others in your organization? What approaches 
have worked for resolution? What has not worked? Learn from other’s 
mistakes and successes.
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It is important to take the time to fully flesh out the details about 
the options so that you are armed with all the necessary information 
for when you present the options in Step 3.

9.4.3  Step 3: Present Options for Issue/Risk Resolution

You never want to go to your stakeholders and tell them there is a 
problem without having options to consider for a resolution. It is one 
of your primary responsibilities to determine what the options are and 
find a way to break through all of the roadblocks that occur over the 
course of your program.

Your stakeholders expect that there will be problems that come 
up—there always are. The art in program management is in how 
you handle those problems. It is always better received if you pro-
vide a description of the issue along with the background, followed by 
options for a resolution.

Following the no-surprises approach to program management, 
always start with your program sponsor. The sponsor should be your 
first point of escalation. Work with your sponsor to present the options 
you have come up with, and let them react to and question the data 
you present. Whatever questions the sponsor has, others are likely to 
have as well. By being in agreement with the sponsor first on feasible 
options as well as which option should be brought forward as the 
recommended solution, you will be able to provide a united front as 
the information is shared with the larger stakeholder population. You 
also then have executive support behind you to help answer questions 
and influence the decision-making process. This helps drive to a quick 
resolution so you may move to Step 4.

9.4.4  Step 4: Take Action

Once the team has selected which option to pursue for resolution, 
you may take the appropriate steps to implement the selected option. 
Once the risk has been mitigated or the issue resolved, you may turn 
your yellow status back to green.

Managing through these issues is essential in program man-
agement. It is your job to keep the program on course and prevent 
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potential risks and issues from delaying program deliverables or con-
suming the budget. Following these four steps is an iterative process 
and during the execution phase in particular may take the bulk of 
your time (Figure 9.4).

An important takeaway here is that this process may not be han-
dled strictly through e-mail correspondence. You need to constantly 
talk to people to identify and work out issues and risks proactively 
and then communicate alternatives including a recommendation on 
an approach.

9.5  Practicing the Four-Step Issue Resolution: An Example

The following is a practical example of how this process is imple-
mented. In this example, assume that the team has uncovered some 
requirements that were not initially identified when the deliverables 
were defined in particular for implementing a new human resources 
(HR) system. In this scenario, if these requirements are incorporated, 
there is no way that the team can make the previously committed 
dates. In this situation, the following is how the steps might be used.

9.5.1  Step 1: Identify the Issue

The project manager for the HR system implementation heard a ref-
erence to an expected deliverable that was not previously defined. 
The project manager probed a bit more and learned that these 

Identify
Issue or Risk

Assess
Issue/Risk

Present
Options

Take Action

Figure 9.4  Four-Step Issue Resolution Process
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additional requirements are compliance related and must be incor-
porated into the scope of the project. The project manager brings the 
issue to your attention.

9.5.2  Step 2: Assess the Issue

The first question is the following: What is the impact if this issue is 
not resolved? In this case, as there is a compliance issue, it is a major 
issue if not resolved. With one of the strategic objectives of the pro-
gram being full regulatory compliance, this issue must be immedi-
ately addressed.

Next, options for resolution should be considered. A good approach 
is to pull together a team of experts to weigh in on options. Some 
options that could come forward may be as follows:

•	 Add resources to meet this requirement and still maintain the 
existing timeline (but resulting in additional cost)

•	 If resources are constrained, push out the timeline (never a 
good answer unless absolutely necessary)

•	 Consider a phased approach, implementing the original scope 
as planned and putting in a manual workaround to meet the 
newly identified requirement until such time as the full solu-
tion may be implemented

Along with identifying the potential resolutions, details about the 
additional cost for each solution, as well as additional resource needs 
and resource availability, should be added. A good way to present the 
options is in a grid format, showing each option and the impact on the 
timeline, resources, and budget for each option.

9.5.3  Step 3: Present the Options

Next, the program manager reviews the options first with the program 
sponsor. The program sponsor may have suggestions or questions on 
what is being communicated, or how it is to be communicated to the 
larger group. The program sponsor may also have an opinion on who 
to include in the decision-making process.

After discussing with the program sponsor, the information is 
shared with the appropriate decision makers, and after dialogue and 
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questions, the group determines how to best move forward. In this 
case, assume the team decided to use the phased approach.

9.5.4  Step 4: Take Action

The last step is to take action. Once the decision is made on how 
to resolve the issue, the program plan is adjusted accordingly, and 
appropriate action is taken. In this case, additional deliverables are 
added to the plan to create a manual process, as well as to complete 
development to incorporate the new requirements into the system. 
With these additional pieces in place, the yellow flag may be removed.

9.6  Summary

In summary, every day in your program you have the chance to 
practice informal governance. To ensure that you keep stakeholders 
appropriately engaged and actively participating, you need to have 
a way to consistently and proactively communicate anticipated risks 
and issues. You should have discussions up front with your key stake-
holders to agree on status definitions and processes, including what is 
expected of them with a change in deliverable status. By having these 
conversations, you are setting the stage to approach the program in a 
collaborative manner, working out issues and risks as a team. If you 
use frank, open communication, you are able to avoid surprises. Even 
though no one likes to deal with major issues, if you avoid surprises 
through proactive issue management and clear communication, your 
stakeholders always have an accurate view of status. Managing this 
way greatly improves your chances for successful delivery of program 
objectives and benefits, and ultimately drives stakeholder satisfaction. 
Following the four-step process outlined in this chapter allows you to 
efficiently and effectively manage through anything that comes your 
way over the course of your program.
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10
Office Politics

From Surviving to Thriving

Learning how to handle office politics is a difficult thing to teach, 
largely because every organization is different in how it operates. This 
includes who the key players are, the organizational structure, how 
people interact, how decisions are made, and the organizational values 
or “rules” for how to get things done within a given environment. No 
matter which organization you are in, there are some basic guidelines 
you may follow to greatly improve your chances of surviving or hope-
fully even thriving within all of the politics at play. At the core, the 
best way to ensure you maintain strong business relationships with 
your stakeholders is to always act with integrity. This is not just a line 
of corporate speak. Just as Mama always says, treat others the way you 
want to be treated. In the business world, this means the following:

•	 Do what you say you are going to do, when you say you are 
going to do it.

•	 Be trustworthy: do not gossip, and keep confidences.
•	 Although you may have differences in opinion, always treat 

others with respect.
•	 Be genuine.

If you always hold true to these principles, you are ahead of the game. 
As people work with you, trust and mutual respect grow, paving the 
way for successful collaboration.

This chapter is about maintaining these core principles as you man-
age the many challenges driven by office politics that come your way 
throughout the course of the program life cycle. Every program has 
its unique challenges. What sets you apart is how you deal with those 
challenges. The first part of this chapter covers how to proactively 
manage office politics, including a discussion on managing down as 
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well as managing up and a deeper dive into how to use your infor-
mal network to identify and remove potential politically driven pro-
gram risks. It would be wonderful to be able to proactively head off 
all potential issues, but inevitably there are situations where politics 
come heavily into play, and you find yourself stuck in the middle. 
The second half of the chapter deals with how to react to and quickly 
address and diffuse these political situations. This part of the chap-
ter covers how to address whisper campaigns and ends with tips on 
leading cross-departmental negotiations, a vital skill used daily by all 
program managers.

10.1  Managing Up and Managing Down

Every organization I have worked in has a certain set of people who 
associate only with those in positions equal to or above their level. They 
view who they know or who they talk to as a status symbol and do not 
want to waste their time on someone in a lower-level position. As a 
program manager, not only is this type of attitude not a kind way to 
treat people, it is also detrimental to successful program management.

Your stakeholders are everywhere, in entry-level positions up 
through chief executive officer (CEO) positions, and each one of 
those stakeholders is important. As discussed in the chapter on stake-
holder engagement, there are stakeholders outside of the power stake-
holders who still exert influence over the program. In some cases, 
you may have people who have high interest because the program 
may impact them directly. And even though they may not have direct 
influence over the direction of the program, they may have important 
input to consider. In addition, they may be people who may be lever-
aged to help with your change management efforts. No matter what 
their level in the organization, listening to and communicating with 
stakeholders is necessary for program success. As you go through the 
program life cycle, be sure you are managing downward through the 
organizational structure as well as managing up. This means that you 
consider the interests and input of all stakeholders regardless of level, 
and further, that you continue to share information with all stake-
holders as the program progresses.

One group in particular who should not be underestimated in their 
level of influence is the team of administrative assistants. Get to know 
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this group, as they quite possibly have more power over the organiza-
tion than anyone else. This group of individuals holds the keys in a 
sense. They are able to make things happen, whether it is clearing an 
executive’s calendar, helping to get a meeting room in an overbooked 
location, or ensuring all of the details are taken care of for a big meet-
ing. I recommend taking the time to get to know these individuals as 
early on in your program as possible. How do they work? What are 
their “pet peeves?” What is their typical availability, and what types 
of things are they able to help with? (And of course take the time to 
get to know them personally, too.) This group is quite aware of the 
inner workings of the office, including any important relationships, 
alliances, or conflicts. If you are able to build a good base of trust with 
this group, they may be a valuable asset and give you insight that helps 
you modify your approach and avoid some unnecessary pitfalls along 
the course of your program.

A word of advice, no matter who you are dealing with, it is impor-
tant is to be tolerant and respectful of your co-workers. This means 
taking steps to clearly explain what you need from someone, and with 
as much advance notice as possible. It also means being cognizant of 
what others have going on and any competing demands. Whenever 
possible, make it a point to be flexible. In addition to being respectful 
of time, you should be respectful of position. It is prudent to recognize 
the importance of everyone’s role on the team and have an apprecia-
tion for what people contribute regardless of level. The hardest work-
ers may very well be the lowest on the corporate food chain. Do not 
overlook or undervalue their efforts, and always take the time to say 
thank you. I am not sharing anything here that you should not have 
already learned early in school. Putting these basic life rules in place 
as part of how you do business is the first step in staying ahead of 
office politics.

10.2  Your Informal Network and Influence on Office Politics

Whether you like it or not, office politics are always a factor in the 
success of your program. You cannot control all of it, but you need 
to do your best to understand the political environment, and then 
take steps to manage areas that may influence your program. The 
first step is to tap into your informal network. When you have those 
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coffee talks early on in the program life cycle, ask questions about 
the political landscape. First, are there any key alliances you need to 
know about? For instance, did any of the executives go to college with 
the CEO? Who among the leadership team socializes together? Are 
there people who used to have a reporting relationship or who have 
worked together for a long time? What is the work history of your 
program sponsor, and with whom does your program sponsor have 
strong business relationships? In one organization I worked with, I 
learned of groups who golf and vacationed together; those relation-
ships were obviously strong, and paired together can have a powerful 
influence in a positive way or in a negative way. Equally important to 
discovering who has deep relationships and alliances, is striving to 
learn where there may be adversarial relationships. Take the time to 
understand the history between adversaries, and use this information 
to help guide and adjust your program approach accordingly as you 
seek to garner your stakeholders’ support.

Initial conversations tend to uncover information on specific stake-
holders and their relation to one another, and all take time to do 
program-specific discovery. Use your conversations with stakeholders 
and your extended informal network to learn who the naysayers are in 
relation to your objectives. Who is taking a firm stance against your 
program? Further, what is the reason behind the negative opinions? It 
is helpful to get this information from those you trust, but it is even 
better to get it from these individuals directly. Once you identify who 
these individuals are, I recommend inviting them to have a one-on-one 
conversation and really listen to their concerns. They may have some 
valid points to be considered that could impact program deliverables 
or how you may approach particular challenges. They may also have 
concerns that you are already addressing, in which case you may use 
the opportunity to communicate how those concerns are addressed 
by your program. This is directly tied to your change management 
efforts. If you practice active listening with these individuals, and seek 
to truly understand their viewpoint and address their concerns, you 
will go a long way in establishing a solid relationship and turning a 
program “enemy” into an advocate. I am sure you are familiar with 
the old saying, “keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” This 
holds true for program management as well. Your “friends” at work 
share a lot of important information, but you should spend more time 
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with those who hold negative opinions about your program, and work 
to find a common ground and understanding.

It is important to take the time to understand and uncover politi-
cal alliances and motivations. It is equally important to foster positive 
working relationships as a proactive measure to combat politics. Take 
the time to bolster your network so when you need someone to use 
his or her political pull to help you out, you have some leverage to ask 
for assistance. As discussed in Chapter 3 on social networking, this 
means ensuring that you build give-and-take business relationships. 
You cannot expect to just be on the receiving end here. When you find 
yourself in a situation where you are able to help someone else, take 
the time and effort to do so. When you get the chance, pay it forward; 
it is worth it every time.

There are a couple of ways to help build relationships outside of 
normal day-to-day work and individual coffee talks with stakeholders. 
One tactic I highly recommend is to seek out a professional mentor. 
This person should be carefully selected. First, it should be some-
one who has the time and willingness to take on a mentor relation-
ship. Second, it should be someone who has political “pull” in the 
right areas to be able to help you appropriately. I found this tactic 
particularly helpful when I was managing a program with a largely 
absent program sponsor. I could not get the program sponsor to reli-
ably show up to meetings or to make any decisions. He also would 
not help manage upward with the executive leadership team. Nothing 
was moving forward. To combat this issue, I sought out a mentor 
from the business side of the most impacted part of the organiza-
tion. I scheduled a meeting with him, explained what I was looking 
for and why, and asked if he would help. As it was also in his best 
interest to make the program successful, he agreed to be my men-
tor. I was able to effectively message this with my program sponsor, 
gaining his approval in using an internal mentor, and resulting in a 
positive outcome for all. Once the relationship was established, I had 
someone who I could talk with and brainstorm ideas. He was particu-
larly helpful in providing background information about resistance 
and in knowing who needed to approve what decisions, how best to 
communicate with those individuals, and their specific concerns. As 
a bonus, by establishing this relationship I concurrently learned a lot 
more about the business. Having this relationship saved the program 
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from falling apart. One of the best things you can do to help yourself 
is to figure out who is politically connected in the right areas and has a 
collaborative approach to work. See if you can form a mentor/mentee 
relationship with that person. At the worst, you create a new ally and 
learn about the organization. Most likely, not only do you learn a lot, 
but you also gain much more to the benefit of your program.

Another tactic related to establishing business relationships and 
understanding the political environment is to get involved in the orga-
nization. Depending on the company’s culture, there may be opportu-
nities to get involved in social groups, such as a women’s networking 
group, diversity clubs, or organization fitness classes or events, among 
others. Participating in these types of activities broadens your net-
work and allows you to learn more about the organization and initia-
tives from different perspectives. Similarly, I have worked in some 
organizations that have business-focused interest groups, such as cen-
ters of excellence focused on program management and change man-
agement. This is another opportunity to get involved and give back to 
the organization while simultaneously gaining new connections.

I cannot overstate the importance of taking the time to establish 
and grow mutually beneficial business relationships. It is through 
these relationships that you are able to fully understand the organiza-
tional landscape and political environment to be able to negotiate the 
shark-infested corporate waters successfully.

10.3  Addressing Whispering Campaigns

Even if you take the time to build relationships and largely under-
stand the politics at play, there are going to be people who attempt 
to undermine your program. This generally happens when people are 
uninformed, or they feel they are going to be negatively impacted. 
Much of the complaining occurs in the hallway or over lunch. Because 
you have taken the time to establish a wide business network, you are 
sure to hear of these complaints. It is important not to ignore this 
information. If you do not take swift action to address concerns, the 
water cooler whispering spreads like a bad disease. This whispering 
campaign is typically based on incorrect or partial information and 
hearsay. When you see the symptoms, try to determine the root cause 
and then take action.
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Make the effort to get to the root of the issue by addressing con-
cerns directly. If there is a group of individuals that seem to be leading 
the charge in relation to negative messaging, pull them together as a 
focus group or offer to meet with them one on one. Without betraying 
any confidences, let them know you understand they have some con-
cerns and that you would like to discuss what those concerns are and 
see what information you may provide to help them more fully under-
stand program deliverables and how they are specifically impacted. 
This goes back again to change management. By nature, people want 
to know what a change means to them over what the impact is for 
the organization at large. In addition to listening to concerns directly, 
you may need to take further efforts in ongoing messaging. Include 
this group in your change management and communication plans, 
with targeted messaging if necessary. Then, tap into your network to 
ensure that key change messages continuously flow down through the 
organization, and continue to add communications as necessary to 
help combat any pockets of resistance.

10.4  Handling Cross-Departmental Negotiations

Not all office politics are wrapped around individual agendas; much of 
the political dynamic revolves around cross-departmental needs and 
differences. As such, one of your primary roles as a program manager 
is that of internal cross-departmental negotiator. If you think through 
what types of issues you deal with on a day-to-day basis, it quickly 
becomes clear that negotiations are a regular part of successfully run-
ning a program. Do you need access to constrained resources? This is 
a negotiation. Do you need more money? This is a negotiation. What 
about getting agreement on a new process? Yes, this is again a nego-
tiation. Every day you are dealing with give and take, internal politics 
and personalities, and using your gift of persuasion.

Although there are some similarities, negotiating internally is quite 
different than negotiating with an outside supplier or customer. When 
you get through to the other side of these negotiations, the relation-
ships remain. Therefore, the actions you take today throughout these 
negotiations will impact your success on future programs. It is your 
main goal as a facilitator to drive the group toward solutions that sat-
isfy all (or at least get acceptance from all) while maintaining positive 
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business relationships. This is not an easy task. This section provides 
my top 10 tips on how to accomplish this by effectively traversing 
cross-departmental negotiations and diffusing opposition between 
competing groups.

Tip 1: Do research ahead of time. Be familiar with all of the key 
players, and what their position is related to the topic at hand. Know 
where each side is likely to stand firm but also strive to understand 
where there may be realistic opportunities for either side to concede. 
This is (as usual) a time to use your network and seek to understand. 
One way to handle this research is to have pre-meetings with individ-
uals on each side. Some questions you could ask include the following:

•	 What are the issues from your perspective?
•	 From where you sit, what issues do you think other parties have?
•	 What do you need to resolve this issue? What are your under-

lying needs/goal/concerns?
•	 Conversely, what do you think the other parties need?
•	 What solutions do you have to propose that would resolve the 

issues and satisfy all sets of needs?
•	 How might you convince others that your solution is reason-

able? What obstacles do you think you might have to overcome?

Tip 2: Meet in person. As the facilitator of the negotiation, it is your 
job to keep the group on track. This is much easier to do in person. It 
is also much harder for someone to say no when sitting across the table 
from the other party. Do not let people hide on the phone. If there 
is a mission-critical, cross-departmental conflict that needs to be 
resolved, it is worth the time and money to bring the group together 
to resolve it. Having discussions in person improves the chance of a 
collaborative solution and allows for the quickest resolution possible.

Tip 3: Demand respect. Setting ground rules up front is an important 
part of any meeting, but instilling a notion of mutual respect up front 
in negotiation situations is of the utmost importance. This includes 
respect for you as the facilitator of the negotiation, respect for each 
other, and respect for the process. It is fine to disagree, but disagree-
ments should be handled in a productive, healthy way. Keep in mind 
that if things escalate and get heated, words cannot be taken back. 
Measure your words and tone carefully. If not handled appropriately, 
you may end up with strained business relationships either between 
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you and a stakeholder or between stakeholder groups. In both cases, a 
political blowup may negatively impact not just the program at hand 
but how you work together in the future.

Tip 4: Drive the group toward collaboration and creative solutioning. 
Often, there is a lot of history and angst when you pull two “compet-
ing” functional groups into a negotiation. Take steps to set the tone 
up front. Do not make the session about winners and losers; attempt 
to make it a partnership rather than having an adversarial session. 
The idea is to have a healthy exchange of ideas. There are a few ways 
to handle this session. Remind the group of the strategic objectives, 
and make sure everyone is in agreement with the end goal. Use this 
point of agreement to redirect conversation when things go off track. 
Additionally, let the participants know they need to leave their egos at 
the door. All ideas should be considered, and “old” thinking needs to 
be challenged. Seek fresh ideas. Consider a brainstorming-type for-
mat. One approach is to have each side attempt to present ideas based 
on their understanding of the other side’s challenges. Looking at a 
problem through a different viewpoint often leads to new solutions.

Tip 5: Begin by listing objectives and requirements. Be clear and spe-
cific on what the objectives are for your negotiation session. Remind 
everyone that while there are different opinions of how to get there, 
all are united by the organizational and strategic program objectives, 
and the end goal should be kept in mind throughout the discussion. 
In the context of stated objectives, list each side’s absolute require-
ments. It is important to distinguish between a “must have” and a 
“nice to have.” It is not a “must have” just because that is the way busi-
ness has always been done. Once the absolute “musts” are identified, 
prioritize by order of importance. From there, consider alternatives. 
Suggest some potential areas of give and take based on the research 
you have done prior to the negotiation session and cues you pick up on 
during the negotiation. What concessions can each side make without 
having a detrimental effect?

Tip 6: Ask questions to understand why something is important. If you 
are not sure about something, ask for clarification. Instead of just ask-
ing the question, though, explain why you are asking. How do the 
questions you ask help drive the discussion toward a potential resolu-
tion? What problem does the information they are providing help 
solve? Providing this additional detail helps alleviate any suspicions 
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that you have some sort of ulterior motive, and you are more likely to 
get open and honest responses.

Tip 7: Practice active listening. Listening is more than just words. The 
words are important, but so are tone and body language. In fact, body 
language sometimes tells you much more than what someone actually 
says. Watch for these cues and redirect the conversation before things 
escalate too far. Mirror back what you hear to ensure that you have the 
right understanding, and get confirmation from the speaker that you 
heard and understood his or her views correctly. Letting people know 
you are seeking to understand does a lot in setting the right tone for 
the meeting.

Tip 8: Pick your battles. Not everything has to be a big negotia-
tion. If there are areas where you can give, do so. For example, if you 
planned to use a scarce resource on a given week, but that resource is 
critically needed for another area, consider the impact of allowing the 
resource to be redirected for a week. If there is no detrimental effect 
to your program timeline, be flexible and allow your resource to be 
reallocated for the week. As another example, if you need to send out 
a key communication and you disagree with your stakeholders on the 
format, go with the direction your stakeholders are recommending. 
You do not want to be a difficult person and fight every detail along 
the way to have things just the way you want them. Be flexible where 
you can, and be picky when you choose to really make a change and 
stay with your approach. Save heavy-handed negotiations for when it 
is mission critical.

Tip 9: Come prepared with options. This goes back to the point about 
doing your research. This tip, however, goes a bit further, in that in 
addition to understanding positions, it is helpful for you to think 
about solutions. Bring some potentially viable ideas of your own to 
the table. If you are faced with a silent group, throwing out some ideas 
helps to get the conversation flowing.

Tip 10: Eliminate the word “no.” Do not allow meeting members to 
respond with a flat out “no.” Require them to offer up alternatives. 
For example, they may say, “that does not work for me because of X, 
Y, and Z, but I understand what you are trying to accomplish. How 
would it work for you if we handled it this other way?” To help guide 
conversation in this way, do not just ask the opposing party if they 
agree to a proposed alternative. Instead, ask the opposing party to a 
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proposed solution under what conditions they could agree to the con-
ditions of the proposed solution. From there it is a game of give and 
take, with you acting as referee.

10.5  Summary

In summary, office politics are present everywhere, and they are per-
vasive in your day-to-day operations as a program manager. To effec-
tively deal with politics, you must rely on your foundation of strong 
business relationships. It is essential in dealing with the many situa-
tions that arise. In some instances, you may need to react to a situ-
ation that creates risk for your program, as in the case of a whisper 
campaign. This situation is often dealt with best with direct com-
munication, as well as with enhanced change management activities. 
You may also proactively combat office politics by ensuring that you 
have a solid business network that is pervasive across all levels of the 
organization. These relationships come into play as you work through 
the many negotiations you face throughout your program. Like it or 
not, you sometimes need assistance from people with political clout. 
In addition to building your network, another piece of the proactive 
approach to politics is learning the history, including understanding 
relevant alliances and adversaries. This information helps guide your 
approach as various scenarios requiring cross-departmental negotia-
tion come to light.

Aside from building both your formal and informal business net-
works, the other key to successful negotiations is maintaining core 
principles of respect and collaboration. Gain respect by treating oth-
ers with respect. As you gain a reputation for treating people well, 
and for being trustworthy, your business relationships will naturally 
deepen. As such, it becomes much easier to drive clashing groups to a 
shared end point, as both sides have respect for you as the facilitator. 
The more you are able to remove an adversary mentality and drive 
opposing sides to work collaboratively toward a shared end goal, the 
more likely your program is to succeed. So go out and build those 
relationships and earn the trust of your stakeholders. With that strong 
foundation, you will be armed not to just survive politics, but to thrive 
despite them.
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11
Making a Strong Finish

Stakeholder Engagement through 
Program Closure

At the end of the road, when it comes to closing out the program 
and becoming operational, comes judgment day. After what has likely 
been years of building relationships, resolving conflicts, resolving 
escalations, and constantly communicating, suddenly it is time for the 
program to end and for the deliverables to become part of ongoing 
operations. It is easy to lose focus this close to the finish line. Many of 
your stakeholders start to get involved in new programs and become 
less visible in your program. Do not make the mistake of letting them 
fall off in their participation. If you start out strong and set a solid 
foundation up front but then let things slide a little toward the end, 
you are going to be remembered by what you have done most recently. 
If you do not finish with as much focus and detail as when you started, 
you may find yourself missing some of your stakeholders’ expectations.

As you approach your program’s official go-live, be diligent in pre-
paring for the handover to operations, end users, or your customer. 
Your goal is to seek formal acknowledgement by the governance 
board that your program has achieved its defined objectives. Beyond 
the stated objectives, you should strive to demonstrate that you have 
met any additional expectations set up front by your key stakeholders. 
To do this, you should schedule a formal operational readiness review, 
which is a meeting with the governance board (or executive steering 
committee) that details all aspects of preparations for moving the pro-
gram fully into operations. This covers not just the new system or pro-
cess. Operational readiness encompasses all of these areas—people, 
process, technology, and culture—as depicted in Figure 11.1.

It is important to note that operational readiness is not a one-day 
event. Operational readiness builds on robust change management 
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and communication and transition plans that have been actively 
worked throughout the course of your program. During this program 
closure stage of the program life cycle, you should share with your key 
stakeholders what steps have been taken in each of these areas, as well 
as what steps remain to ensure a tightly managed transition.

This chapter walks through each of the four areas of operational 
readiness in relation to fulfilling stakeholder expectations. For each 
area, typical stakeholder expectations are described along with sug-
gested steps to take to ensure a smooth transition to operations. Go for 
a strong finish to your program by using this as a guide as you move 
toward program closure, ensuring stakeholder satisfaction in the end.

11.1  People

If you implement a new system or process that changes how business 
is done, you simply will not be successful without having adequate user 
adoption. The end users are a critical stakeholder group who must be 
proactively and carefully handled throughout the course of your pro-
gram. You might have a brand new, state-of-the-art system, but if no 
one uses it the way it is intended, the expected program benefits are not 
realized. To ensure that you do not find yourself in this position, you 
should actively manage the end-user population to gain their trust and 
acceptance. In particular, you hopefully set expectations up front with 
them as part of your change management efforts in terms of how they 
are personally impacted, what changes they should expect, and when. 
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Figure 11.1  Operational Readiness Factors
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Prior to the operational readiness review, review your change manage-
ment plan. What messages were shared over the course of the pro-
gram, and in particular, what expectations were set? Did you do what 
you said you were going to do, and did you fulfill these expectations? 
For example, if you did a program overview early on and indicated 
you would provide lunch-and-learn opportunities and live demonstra-
tions for a systems implementation ahead of launch with each major 
phase, did you follow through on those things? If you indicated train-
ing would be provided, did you develop and roll out the training?

This is also the appropriate time to finalize your transition plan. 
The transition plan outlines all of the steps required to ensure a smooth 
transition to operations. This includes defining all ongoing processes 
and process owners, as well as how and when those processes will be 
transitioned from the program team to the operations team. This plan 
is used in conjunction with the change management plan.

From a “people” perspective, the areas that people are going to be most 
concerned with relate to how they are impacted individually. To meet or 
exceed end-user expectations for your program rollout, communications, 
and related operational preparations, you should focus on these areas: 
organizational structure changes, changes in roles, and training:

•	 Organizational structure changes: How do teams change as a 
result of this implementation? Are there going to be leadership 
changes resulting in individuals with new managers? How are 
those changes being handled? Were expectations set up front 
concerning these types of changes? (Remember, you should 
avoid surprises whenever possible, especially when individual 
people are impacted.) Organizational changes always create 
unrest. To minimize the impact on operations, provide clear, 
open communication regarding these changes as early as pos-
sible and continue to reiterate these messages throughout the 
course of the program. By following this approach, you will 
remove much of the angst concerning this area, and the focus 
will shift to other areas as you move into operations.

•	 Role changes: How do individual responsibilities change as a 
result of the program becoming part of ongoing operations? 
What stays the same, and what changes? Are new skills 
needed? What type of support is there for people finding 
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themselves in a new role? For any changes in responsibil-
ity, have employees been given clear descriptions of what is 
changing related to their role? Do they understand what 
is expected of them moving forward? In some cases, there 
may be roles handled by the program team that are going to 
transfer to ongoing operations. Have those transition points 
been identified, and have the program resources scheduled 
and performed appropriate knowledge transfer sessions? All 
of this information may be synthesized in the transition plan. 
By providing this detail and involving the operations team 
in the creation of this plan, you also achieve stronger buy-in, 
ownership, and comfort from the ongoing operations team.
Different role changes may begin early in the program with 

depicting the “as is” state and the “to be” state, and then 
individualizing the information for those facing changes. 
In any case where an employee’s role is individually 
impacted, the more information you provide, the better. 
Again, with consistent and persistent communications 
throughout the program, employees become a lot more 
comfortable with the changes as they are implemented.

•	 Training opportunities: For any new system or process, what 
training is available? Training helps bolster confidence and 
user adoption of a new system or process. When you make 
your new system or process operational, you want it to be as 
seamless to the end user as possible. Develop and provide 
robust training to eliminate fear of the unknown.
Using training sessions to demonstrate program benefits 

is beneficial for getting users to adopt the new process 
or system. Consider the environment and budget when 
determining the type of training. In some cases, hands-
on in-person training is the best approach, while in other 
situations an informal lunch-and-learn works just fine. 
Other options include Web conferences, online training 
modules, or even job shadowing. Regardless of the type 
of training, ideally training is completed before you close 
out the program and move everything to operations, with 
supporting additional training to sustain the momentum 
toward user adoption available after go-live.
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Beyond the three “people” areas to focus on as they relate to opera-
tional readiness, you should provide the opportunity for employee 
feedback and use that feedback to tweak how you handle the move 
to operations. You should actively manage your communications plan 
throughout your program, but at this stage in the program life cycle it is 
a good time to go back through your plan to review what communica-
tions were planned in comparison to what communications were sent. 
Are there any gaps that need to be addressed ahead of go-live? Are 
there additional communication opportunities that perhaps were not 
identified initially that have come up in discussions with employees? 
Consider gathering employee input formally, perhaps through post-
training surveys or pre-launch focus group sessions. The information 
gathered through employee feedback quickly highlights any gaps and 
should be considered as input for any pre-launch communications.

11.2  Process

The second area related to operational readiness that you should focus 
on is process. There are always going to be changes to a process or 
new processes implemented with the operationalizing of a major pro-
gram, whether implementing a new technology or going through a 
major change initiative on the operations side. The three main areas 
to review related to process operational readiness are documentation, 
communication, and feedback:

•	 Documentation: Before you launch, all new or changed pro-
cesses need to be documented. I look for the project manager 
for each of the program’s component projects to deliver these 
process maps and corresponding operations guides as part of 
their project deliverables. At the program level, depending on 
program deliverables, there may also be a need for a high-
level process flow showing how all of the pieces flow together. 
Ideally for each process map, there is step-by-step detail 
provided along with the process flow document. Typically, 
the appropriate resource to put this type of documentation 
together is someone in a business analyst role. On a complex 
program, if you do not have resource(s) allocated for this type 
of role, do what you can to find someone with the appropriate 
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skillset to fill this role. Having clearly documented processes 
helps everyone become acclimated much more quickly; the 
more productive people are right at the outset, the sooner the 
organization begins to realize the much-anticipated benefits. 
It is worth the investment in both time and money.

•	 Communication and training: Just as a new system is useless 
unless people adopt it, a new process is useless until people 
understand and embrace it. As such, documentation in itself 
is not enough. The process changes must be explained to the 
impacted parties in an effective way. Training may be handled 
in a number of ways. For a virtual organization, you may do 
Webinars or conference calls. For in-person locations, lunch-
and-learn opportunities are a good venue. Depending on how 
much material there is to cover, and available budget and 
resources, you could even put together a training course if 
warranted and hold formal mandatory training sessions.
When faced with a group that is reluctant to change, I find 

it useful to explain things in terms of how things “used” 
to be done. Then, focus on the pieces of the process that 
are new or different. It also helps to explain why the pro-
cess is changing, along with what benefits are driven by 
the process changes. Including the “why” component as 
part of training helps employees understand their piece 
in the big picture and how what they do impacts strate-
gic outcomes.

The best way to determine operational readiness through processes is 
to ask the people who are going to follow the new process for their 
feedback. They are most likely to be vocal and point out any gaps or 
areas that need more clarity. Before you move any new processes into 
operations, it is good practice to get sign-off from those who are going 
to follow the process once it is in place. If those directly impacted get 
the chance to review and be trained on the new process, and their 
input is considered and worked into the final process, user adoption 
automatically increases. Requiring sign-off on the process is another 
step you may take to help drive acceptance and accountability. When 
employees feel like they are heard, their opinions valued, and the end 
process makes sense to them, you are ready to roll.
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11.3  Technology

The third area to be evaluated for operational readiness, if it applies to 
your program, is technology. To me, even though this area may have 
the most tasks and resources assigned, it is the easy part (if there is 
such a thing). The technology development process in many organi-
zations is pretty standardized. High level, this area includes gather-
ing requirements, creating estimates, writing technical specifications, 
developing, testing, and moving to production. When you are ready 
to go-live, all of these steps (and in some organizations some addi-
tional steps) should be completed. The following is a brief checklist of 
what needs to be in place at a minimum to be operationally ready to 
roll out new technology:

•	 User testing is complete, demonstrating the system works as 
intended based on defined requirements. Further, test results 
are documented, including sign-offs from business leads.

•	 User guides are created and available in a shared place.
•	 Training for new technology is created and made available. 

The amount and type of training are largely dependent on 
the organizational culture as well as budget. The training 
approach should be defined early on in the program, but to 
be operationally ready, this training plan should be executed 
with documented proof of completion.

•	 A disaster recovery plan is created and approved. (A disaster 
recovery plan is a documented process or set of procedures to 
recover and protect a business information technology (IT) 
infrastructure in the event of a disaster (Abram 2012).

•	 Related service-level agreements (SLAs) are in place. (A SLA 
is a contract that clearly states the expected level of service. For 
example, in the technology world, there may be contractual 
language about the availability of a system or response time.)

•	 Compliance with IT security policies has been done with 
sign-off from IT leadership.

Your organization may have additional items that are required during 
a new technology rollout. This list is a starting point, but you should 
talk to other program managers or technology leads in your organiza-
tion to see what additional steps or documentation may be required. 
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In addition, if your program involves working with outside suppli-
ers or customers, there may be additional requirements described in 
related legal documentation. To be operationally ready in the technol-
ogy space, you need to make sure the system works as defined in the 
requirements as the first step. Beyond that, any additional supporting 
pieces need to be in place.

11.4  Culture

The fourth dimension to incorporate into operational readiness con-
siderations is whether or not the company is ready for the change. This 
one is a much harder area to define and measure. As one example, 
a company that has historically had homegrown legacy systems and 
highly customized processes decides to move to an “out of the box” 
enterprise resource planning (ERP) system. Employees and custom-
ers historically have been able to make changes specific to their area 
that never impacted anyone else. In the “new world,” some of those 
historical customizations may no longer be possible. Also, adding 
or changing a field no longer impacts just one area but may have an 
impact across the organization. What type of reaction do you expect 
of employees and customers as they adjust to this new set of rules and 
different way of thinking? As another example, consider an organiza-
tion with a large population of employees with significant tenure that 
has always had a North American focus. With this company growing 
quickly and considering global ventures, there is a need for people 
to start working together more collaboratively. To do so, the com-
pany is implementing collaboration tools, including SharePoint and 
advanced videoconferencing tools. In the past, all of the employees 
have been tightly knit, sitting right next to one another, and most 
have never even used a shared drive. In situations like these, there 
is a huge change management effort as employees are faced with the 
unknown, and that unknown factor always drives fear. With a major 
change effort, you are not going to be successful if you begin change-
related conversations right at go-live. When systems or processes are 
drastically changing, the sooner you communicate, the more often 
you communicate, and the more detail you provide, the better.

To gauge operational readiness from a cultural perspective, per-
haps consider doing a change readiness assessment at the beginning 
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of the program and again at the end of the program to measure how 
attitudes have shifted. One approach is to use an anonymous survey 
or focus groups. If your program spans multiple years, having check-
points every six months or so to measure progress is a best practice. 
If attitudes are not changing the way you expect, you may then need 
to determine why and try to adjust your communication. A lack of 
readiness for change could also indicate there are gaps with additional 
deliverables to be considered. By doing this type of review periodi-
cally, you avoid surprises at the end and are able to make adjustments 
along the way instead of finding yourself in a blind panic just before 
go-live. In a perfect world, you are able to demonstrate a positive 
shift in mindset and operational readiness from a culture perspective 
because you have carefully measured and monitored cultural opinion 
along the way.

11.5  Preparing for the Operational Readiness Meeting

Once you have done your due diligence and reviewed each of the four 
areas (people, process, technology, and culture), and you feel confi-
dent that you have met or exceeded your stakeholder’s expectations 
related to operational readiness, you are ready to present the evidence 
of your preparedness to the governance board.

Again, format varies depending on the organization, but typically 
there is a formal governance review gate. What you present depends 
on what the defined governance acceptance criteria are for your orga-
nization. If nothing is defined, as a baseline, I recommend covering 
the information presented in the last section detailing the steps that 
have been taken and evidence of readiness for each area.

Also, whether formally defined or not, be sure to include a discus-
sion about program benefits and the anticipated schedule of benefits 
realization. After all, that is really why program management is being 
used rather than separate projects. Once you have completed your 
program, your organization should be receiving benefits as identified 
in the business plan at the beginning. As a side note, it is possible to 
begin realizing benefits before a program is fully operational. This is 
because component projects may close and become operational during 
the course of the program prior to program closure. This is especially 
true in a program with phases. In this case, document benefits already 
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realized as well as benefits yet to come and when those additional 
benefits are expected to be achieved.

If you work in an organization with a formalized governance pro-
cess that has defined acceptance criteria, provide documentation of 
readiness against those criteria. This approach gets you to where you 
need to be to minimally meet stakeholder expectations for this phase. 
To elevate your performance and exceed stakeholder expectations, 
supplement with the change readiness evaluation information and 
related extra steps you have taken to prepare people. This approach 
showcases your role as a strategic partner and demonstrates that you 
have considered all touchpoints. This type of thorough review illus-
trates a quality approach that is sure to set you apart from other pro-
gram managers.

Last, before going to the operational review session, go back to 
your notes from your initial stakeholder conversations. What were 
those “extra” expectations stated at the beginning of the program? 
As discussed earlier in the book, stakeholders typically have an indi-
vidual twist to the objectives—a particular area they are concerned 
with or additional items they hope the program may cover. Review 
those expectations, and come prepared with answers to what has 
been delivered in relation to those additional expectations. You may 
also use this information to anticipate the majority of their questions. 
Perhaps there is one stakeholder who is really concerned about the 
people aspect; in that case, spend a little extra time explaining how 
those needs have been addressed. Basically, tailor the approach and 
the level of detail to your audience. Just as with every other area of 
program management, you need to be flexible and be able to adjust 
depending on the audience and the tone. It is always better to over-
prepare. Even though you may not formally present every detail, be 
sure to have the details accessible at a moment’s notice to swiftly and 
confidently answer any questions.

11.6  Summary

In summary, the final review before go-live is where everything comes 
together. If this last piece is not handled thoroughly and with care, it 
does not matter how many great things you did along the way, you 
end up failing in the eyes of your stakeholders. Program management 



165Making a Strong Finish

is not about checking off tasks; so much of it is about how you help 
the organization anticipate and deal with change. This has to hap-
pen along the way throughout the course of the program in order to 
fully prepare for moving into operations. To ensure you are ready to 
close out your program, take the time to review the four areas that 
are most impacted by a major program: people, process, technology, 
and culture. Review the beginning state and the end state and con-
firm that objectives have been met, including how and when benefits 
realization begins. Be prepared to provide evidence of readiness across 
all the areas that stakeholders have identified as concerns or focus 
areas. Anticipate questions and be ready with details. Do not rush 
this process. Take the time required to think through all aspects of 
operational readiness to ensure success for go-live and beyond.
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12
Post-Launch

Every End Is a New Beginning

Instead of “all good things must come to an end,” perhaps the pro-
gram manager’s mantra should be “all good things come to a new 
beginning.” That new beginning is moving into a world where strate-
gic objectives have been met and recognized, and the organization is 
reaping the benefits of all of the hard work you and your team put in 
over the course of the program. There is nothing more satisfying than 
closing out a successful program. But wait, before you sail off into the 
sunset, even after your program is operational, you still are not quite 
done. There are a few remaining important steps that should not be 
overlooked to have fully met your obligations to your stakeholders and 
the organization. These areas include a post-launch review, holding a 
lessons learned session, and celebrating success. This chapter focuses 
on best practices and tips relating to these three post-launch activities.

12.1  Post-Launch Review

Not all organizations take the extra step of performing a post-launch 
review, but to really measure the success of the program against stated 
objectives, it makes sense to take some time to review what has actu-
ally happened since the go-live date of a program. The timing is largely 
determined by the schedule of benefits. Enough time needs to have 
passed to have measurable data. Essentially, what you want to review 
is whether or not the intended benefits have actually been achieved at 
the pace anticipated. If not, it may be worthwhile to determine why 
and what adjustments may need to be made to get things back on 
track. All of the effort is wasted if the expected benefits do not come 
to fruition.
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The most important data point for a post-launch review is an 
examination of the previously established key performance indicators 
(KPIs). You should have several data points from along the course 
of the program, and there should be a marked difference between 
the beginning measurements and the post-launch measurements. 
Remember, the KPIs measure what matters most. These measure-
ments tie directly to the strategic objectives. If KPIs are not being 
met, analyses should be done to understand the root cause, and pro-
cess or system enhancements may be required to ensure that opera-
tions move toward the anticipated and desired end goal.

Another good data point to use in a post-launch review is end-user 
feedback. The new system or processes are no longer new. People have 
had the chance to use them and incorporate them into their daily oper-
ations. If there are gaps, they are most easily identified by end users. 
There are multiple ways you may gather this information. One easy 
way is a survey. You may choose to make it anonymous to get the most 
explicit feedback. Another option is pulling together focus groups 
again. If you had a group of change champions, it might be good 
to get them together and get their viewpoint. And of course, do not 
underestimate the power of your network. This includes both informal 
conversations and things “heard through the grapevine” as well as one-
on-one follow-up conversations with key stakeholders. These three dif-
ferent avenues allow for a wide range of people in different roles to 
provide input. User adoption is such an important piece of any major 
change initiative, so it is worthwhile to gather this type of information 
and use it to help identify any ongoing need for further communication 
or even areas for enhancements to the system or processes.

In the post-launch review, cover both the tangible factors (the KPIs) 
and the intangible factors (input from users and your extended net-
work) to determine the current state and any next steps. If there are 
some gaps identified, be prepared to communicate the impact and the 
time, cost, and resources required to address the gaps. As an output 
of the post-launch review, the governance committee may decide to 
pull together a team to manage the needed enhancements and assign 
resources as appropriate. It is also advisable to cover what the process 
is for moving forward for any additional suggested enhancements and 
getting approvals for changes, as there is no longer a focused program 
team in place. Most organizations have a process, whether formal or 
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informal, for how enhancements or changes are managed. Use your 
peer network to understand your organization’s process if you are not 
familiar with it. Then, during the post-launch review, go over the pro-
cess with the team so that expectations are set about how enhance-
ments and changes are to be handled.

Overall, the goal of the post-launch review is to confirm benefits 
tied to the program’s strategic objectives have been received as well 
as to understand the state of operations related to user adoption. If 
benefits have been achieved, and users are accepting the new system 
or processes, then you may declare success.

12.2  Lessons Learned

Of course, even with the best laid plans, no program runs perfectly 
smoothly. Some things go great, even better than planned; in other 
areas you may hit unexpected challenges. One thing is consistent across 
all programs, and that is, you always learn something new. Sharing 
that newfound knowledge is sure to benefit others in the future. If you 
do not take the time to document what went well and what did not 
go so well, the memories begin to fade, and you may have a hard time 
pulling the information from memory in a future situation. Rather 
than rely on your memory, take that final step and make the effort 
to go through a formal review of your program through a formal les-
sons learned session. Ideally, these lessons learned are collected along 
the way such as during meetings with the governance board. This is 
important, as team members come and go during the course of the 
program and you do not want to lose these valuable insights. This ses-
sion summarizes those items collected over the course of the program 
and allows you to further reflect and consider each item in more depth 
as you take one last look.

12.2.1  Characteristics of a Lessons Learned Meeting

The focus of a lessons learned meeting is just what it sounds like—it is 
a chance to reflect on the program and consider areas that could have 
gone smoother, with related suggestions on how to handle a similar 
situation better the next time. In addition to identifying those oppor-
tunities for improvement, it is also a chance to capture what went 
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well that you would like to replicate in the future. These approaches 
and processes are things that your peers may also want to consider for 
applying to their own programs.

One of the unique characteristics of the lessons learned meeting 
is that the intent is to share and improve the program management 
approach at the organizational level based on the learnings from a 
specific program. As a program manager, you should be familiar with 
these meetings and their output, as the information from programs 
completed before yours is an invaluable resource, and one you should 
regularly use. Ideally, this information is regularly accessible in a 
knowledge repository. Keeping in mind that others rely on the quality 
of the information you provide, do not rush over this final step. Aside 
from delivering the program, this is an additional area where you are 
able to add considerable value to the organization.

12.2.2  How to Run a Lessons Learned Meeting

One of the first considerations when scheduling your lessons learned 
meeting is who to invite. This can be a little bit tricky, as you want 
input from all of your key stakeholders, but you need to also make sure 
that the environment allows for candid feedback. For example, in an 
organization that is hierarchical, and opinions of upper management 
are not typically questioned, you may not get the desired end result. If 
you have executive-level stakeholders in the same room as other stake-
holder groups at different levels, you are likely to have a very quiet 
room. Another outcome may be that you receive feedback that is less 
than candid, with people glossing over issues, or nodding in agreement 
with whatever the person at the highest pay grade says. If you work in a 
similar environment, you may need to change the structure of how you 
gather and discuss your lessons learned. In another example, your pro-
gram may entail closely working with a client. Even though you may 
have strong opinions about things that did not go well, these items 
need to be metered against the overall client relationship. Feedback 
may be provided, but in a carefully worded way, and perhaps not quite 
as candidly as you might provide in an internal meeting.

There are a few ways you can deal with these types of situations. 
One option is to have multiple lessons learned sessions. Perhaps you 
have one with the executive-level stakeholders and functional leads 
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and have another meeting with your business analysts, project man-
agers, and subject matter experts. This takes some of the pressure off 
of those who may not be comfortable in the presence of upper man-
agement. Another option is to gather lessons learned information 
from a large group, either through a shared document that anyone 
on the program team can contribute to, or through a survey, and 
then review the output with the smaller core team. It is always best 
for people to own their feedback and be willing to speak to it, but 
to get the most candid feedback, allowing for anonymous input may 
sometimes be beneficial. In the situation with a joint team involving 
a client, consider having one external session with a separate internal 
session. By handling it in this manner, internal issues that may have 
been transparent to the client may be discussed without involving the 
client team. And on the client call, issues may be handled in a more 
delicate way than the direct conversation that is likely to ensue in an 
internal lessons learned session. As with just about everything else in 
program management, running an effective lessons learned session 
requires awareness of the environment, and the ability to be flexible 
and adapt to achieve the desired end result, in this case to capture 
salient information that may benefit future programs.

Once you have decided who should be in the lessons learned 
meeting, you need to make a decision on venue. This is another 
meeting where meeting in person is ideal if possible. In many cases 
this is not an option, and so this session may be handled via a con-
ference call or Web conference as well. The length of the meeting 
depends on the breadth of your program, number of participants, 
and amount of feedback to be discussed. If necessary, you could 
consider breaking your session into smaller groups by topic and 
have a series of shorter sessions.

In the Chapter 8 discussion on how to run effective meetings, 
emphasis was placed on the importance of setting ground rules. 
Outside of conflict resolution–type meetings, this is the next most 
sensitive type of meeting when it comes to the voicing of passionate 
opinions. As such, reiterating the ground rules and getting agreement 
on them from meeting participants up front is crucial. And of those 
ground rules, the two that are most critical here are treating each 
other with respect and ensuring one person has the floor at a time. 
Your facilitation skills come into play yet again in this setting, as you 
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need to ensure that the meeting maintains a positive tone, even as 
areas of opportunity are discussed. It is essential that you do not allow 
the meeting to turn into a finger-pointing situation. People report les-
sons learned that may touch on other areas, and people get defensive. 
If this starts to happen, redirect the conversation and provide remind-
ers of the ground rules as necessary.

At the outset of the meeting, it is also a good idea to remind every-
one of the goal of the meeting and to set expectations with a review 
of the meeting process. The goal of this meeting is to reflect on the 
program with a critical eye and share learnings from the program in 
a constructive way. It is a good idea to point out at the beginning that 
the intent of the meeting is not to be a performance review, helping 
foster open dialogue. Further, these learnings should be documented 
and made available across the organization. To help make the feed-
back easily understood and searchable, feedback should be catego-
rized by function. Gathering the information ahead of time so people 
may review it ahead of the meeting is also helpful. For each piece of 
feedback, ask for detail, as well as a determination on categorization 
of the item. Is the approach or process being discussed:

•	 Something you think went well that should be replicated? (keep)
•	 Something that did not go so well that should not be repli-

cated? (throw out)
•	 Something that went well but could go better with some 

adjustments? (repair)

If it is an item that is good in concept but needs some repair, ask the 
submitter to provide detailed suggestions on what specifically could 
be done to handle the process or approach differently the next time. 
Then, when future program managers review the information, they 
have sufficient information to adjust their own approach based on the 
reported results.

By working through each of the major functional areas using the 
categorizations above, you are able to move through the program 
feedback in an organized, methodical way. This ensures that all areas 
of the program are covered. Once you are through the pre-filed input, 
there are sure to be additional thoughts that come up based on con-
versation or input from others. Be sure to include time at the end of 
your meeting to allow for capturing these additional items.
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12.2.3  Documentation and Repository

With the lessons learned session(s) complete, one last related task is to 
ensure the documentation is comprehensive. This includes:

•	 Making sure there is adequate detail on the issues; details 
should be written in such a way that someone outside of the 
program team may understand what point is being made.

•	 Reviewing categorizations; every item submitted should be 
categorized or tagged by function to make searching easier.

•	 Reviewing owners; every item submitted should have an 
“owner” assigned. Who on the program team handled the 
work stream impacted by the area being detailed? This pro-
vides future program managers a point person to go to if more 
detail is needed.

Once you are satisfied that all of the key lessons learned are captured 
and appropriate details are provided, the last step related to lessons 
learned is to place the information in a shared spot. Most companies 
have collaboration sites or at a minimum shared drives; check with 
your PMO or peers if you are unsure where to store this information. 
With this final piece of documentation done, you may finally take a 
deep breath of relief.

12.3  Celebrate Success

Your program is closed out, and your new systems or processes are 
in operations. The organization is realizing benefits from your team’s 
hard work. All of your program documentation is done. You still have 
one more deliverable. What is it? There is yet another deliverable? 
We had an operational readiness review, then we had a post-launch 
review, and to top it off we had a lessons learned meeting. What could 
possibly be left? What is left is the most important deliverable of all—
the celebration.

While it is hard to go wrong with a celebration, yes, even the cele-
bration has its own set of best practices. First determine who to invite. 
Your executive stakeholders should all be included. Your functional 
leads should all be included. Your component project managers, sub-
ject matter experts (SMEs), and analysts should all be included. Your 
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supporting staff should all be included. Essentially anyone who made 
a significant contribution to the program’s success should be part of 
the celebration.

Venue is typically a big question. If the team is centrally located, 
getting together in person is best. (Even if you are not centrally 
located, consider pulling people together in person if budget allows.) 
The venue itself can be anything really. It could be something as 
casual as a pizza party or a barbecue, to going to a sporting event, to 
a formal dinner. If budget is a big issue, you may have multiple cel-
ebrations—one with the larger extended team that is something more 
casual (and less expensive) and perhaps a more formal celebration with 
the core team.

If it is not possible to get together in person, you may still celebrate. 
There are various ways to reward employees who have gone above 
and beyond. It could be monetary in the form of a program-related 
bonus, or it could be restaurant gift certificates. It could also be a 
company plaque or a piece of company gear. If you are really stretched 
on budget, you could do something like hold a free “ jeans day” in 
honor of the team’s efforts, or recognition in organization-wide com-
munications. Use your creativity, if necessary, but never skip having 
the celebration.

In addition to allowing the team to relax and have a little fun, this is 
the prime opportunity to recognize the team’s efforts and to say thank 
you. It is important for you as the program manager to recognize the 
contributions of the various team members, including acknowledging 
the executive steering committee and showing appreciation for their 
guidance and active participation.

This is also a time for your executive sponsor and others on the 
leadership team to express their gratitude and acknowledge the hard 
work of the team. Have a conversation with your sponsor and other 
key stakeholders ahead of time and let them know you would like 
them to say a few words at the celebration. Ask them to talk about the 
journey, and about what their expectations were at the outset and the 
difference the team has made. This is an opportunity for the larger 
team to understand how their individual work impacts the success 
of the entire organization, and it is a chance for the executive team 
to really reflect on all that has transpired and what it took to deliver 
a successful program implementation. It is also a chance for the 
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extended team to network with leadership and to receive hard-fought 
recognition. Make sure your leadership team is present at the celebra-
tion, as it shows the team that they matter to the organization, and 
that in turn helps drives employee engagement moving forward. All 
of these little things help strengthen business relationships and pave 
the way for future success.

12.4  Summary

In summary, your program does not close out at launch. You have 
many responsibilities in the weeks and months following go-live, 
including completing a post-launch review and thoroughly document-
ing and sharing lessons learned. Once those items are done, it is time 
to celebrate, and deservedly so. Regardless of budget or venue, the 
most important piece of the celebration and official program close-
out is to acknowledge contributions and provide a heartfelt thank you 
to your entire program team. Your performance as a program man-
ager is directly impacted by your team. Every contributor matters. 
The acknowledgement of contributions should also come from your 
executive-level stakeholders. Prepare them in advance if necessary, 
and prompt them if you must, but make sure they are included and 
play an active role in the post-launch celebration. From there, you are 
able to build on the positive tone and momentum as you move on to 
your next adventure.
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Appendix A: Case Study 
and Study Questions

Abby Smith just recently joined Bo Jingles, an organic dog treat com-
pany specializing in manufacturing and distributing various all-nat-
ural dog treats. The company has recently grown through acquisition 
and is faced with integrating their diverse portfolio of systems into 
a single enterprise resource planning (ERP) system. Abby has been 
assigned the program manager role for integrating the new go-for-
ward ERP system for the organization. The executive leadership com-
mittee has already decided on the system and the executive sponsor 
who will be responsible for the overall delivery of the program. Abby 
schedules a meeting with her sponsor, along with the senior director 
who oversees the department that will be responsible for the system.

A.1  Meeting 1: Executive Sponsor

Abby asks Kate Jackson, the chief technology officer (CTO), to lunch 
to discuss this new program and gain her perspective on the overall 
initiative. Abby also takes this opportunity to learn more about the 
organization she has just joined. This also gives her insight into what 
barriers she may encounter during the program. The CTO commu-
nicates that she is extremely busy and does not have a large amount 
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of time to spend on this program. She also indicates that John Smith, 
the chief information officer (CIO), has a long-standing relationship 
with the new vendor and she was not sure ABC got the best deal in 
negotiations. The shareholders had to be persuaded to sign the con-
tract, adding a lot of political pressure to the success of this program. 
Abby does get Kate to agree to monthly status meetings throughout 
the program.

A.2  Meeting 2: Senior Director, Systems

Abby requests a meeting with Ben Jackson, senior director, systems. 
Ben is visibly frustrated with the current situation. His team has been 
supporting the multiple platforms with very little leadership support. 
He explains that he is excited about the go-forward system; however, 
the company has never been great at launching a forward-looking 
solution and actually “sun-setting” (retiring) old systems. Ben identi-
fies the individuals on his team who will be leading the program from 
a systems perspective and the project manager who will be respon-
sible for providing Abby with an update on the status of their work. 
Abby also takes the opportunity to ask him about the other depart-
ments that he feels will be impacted and he provides contact informa-
tion where possible. Ben and Abby agree that they should meet on a 
weekly basis for status updates.

Abby continues the same meeting format with the department 
heads who have been identified through the various meetings, as well 
as the individuals who have been identified as resources into the pro-
gram. She also works on finalizing the business case and begins to 
develop the program management plan along with identifying the 
high-level milestones that the team will need to complete to be suc-
cessful in launching the program.

A.3  Chapter 1 Questions

	 1.	What are some of the potential risks that Abby may need to 
plan for?

	 2.	Have you had experiences where stakeholders are not engaged 
in your program? How have you handled that? What has 
worked well, and what would you do differently?
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	 3.	What are some of the introductory meeting methods you use? 
Are they productive? Which methods do you find most ben-
eficial and why?

Being new to the organization, Abby not only begins to identify and 
develop her team, but she also begins to investigate the nuances of her 
new company. Knowing that written and unwritten rules for every 
organization are different, she consults with another program man-
ager in the information technology (IT) department, Nathan Griffin. 
Nathan reviews the organization’s governance process along with the 
supporting documentation that is needed. He also points Abby to a 
shared site, the document repository that stores governance templates 
along with project- and program-specific materials. He has identified 
the mandatory documents as well as some “nice to haves” based on his 
experience of going through governance for his programs.

Abby also reaches out to Nolan Cole, the senior vice president 
of systems, who sits on the governance board. In their meeting he 
identifies numerous documents that the board has identified as the 
primary documents to approve and deny gate reviews. Nolan is very 
clear that the board members like to see financial figures and business 
cases along with program schedules. They need to be able to tie the 
program back to hard dollars and organizational strategy.

Abby prepares the standard program documents, a detailed busi-
ness case as well as an executive summary of the overall highlights to 
use as talking points for the governance board. She holds a meeting 
with her stakeholders to review the documents and walks through the 
highlights. She emphasizes to the stakeholders that their feedback 
is extremely valuable and can have a huge impact on how they do 
in front of the governance board. This also sets the tone for future 
reviews with the team. Open and honest communication is crucial at 
this point. The team suggests some minor changes and Abby heads 
to the meeting.

Upon entering the room, Abby notices that the panel is made up 
of senior leaders from most IT functional areas within the organiza-
tion. She gets a nod from Nolan, who helped her prepare for the first 
review. Abby hands out her supporting materials and begins to review 
the details of her presentation. She notices a few leaders are checking 
their phones, a few are reading the materials in the handouts, and a 
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few are engaging and asking her more in-depth questions. One in 
particular assumes the role of the interrogator, asking multiple ques-
tions about each of the topics covered. Because of the review session 
with the stakeholders prior to the governance meeting, Abby was well 
prepared to answer the questions, only committing to follow up on a 
few minor details.

The board officially approved the work to continue and the meet-
ing was about to conclude when the CIO asked if the clients from the 
old ERP system would be migrated to the new ERP solution by the 
go-live date. Without hesitation, the program sponsor says absolutely 
and moves on to wrap up the meeting. Abby was stunned, as this 
detail had not yet been decided upon. In fact, the options of how to 
handle existing clients, the resources needed to move everyone under 
one platform, and the timing of all of this change was still in debate. 
Abby leaves the meeting feeling deflated. This is a huge component 
of the program and can have a lasting effect on not only her reputa-
tion, but the reputation of the organization from a client perspective. 
She immediately sets up a meeting with the program sponsor, Kate 
Jackson, after the review.

A.4  Chapter 2 Questions

	 1.	Do you think Abby appropriately prepared for the governance 
meeting? What additional steps could Abby have taken to be 
even more prepared?

	 2.	What are some things Abby could have done to gain buy-in 
from the board prior to the actual meeting?

	 3.	How could Abby have responded to the CIO in the wake of 
the sponsor committing to the new direction? How would 
you have handled this situation?

	 4.	Have you had experiences with an interrogator on your gov-
ernance boards? How have you handled their questions? Did 
you feel prepared for the types of questions they asked?

	 5.	Consider a time when governance went well for you and a 
time when governance did not go so well. What were the dif-
ferences? What went well that you may repeat in the future, 
and what did you not do as well that you would like to avoid 
in the future?
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Feeling as if the meeting with the program sponsor might get heated, 
Abby decides to ask Kate for coffee to discuss what happened in the 
governance meeting. Abby explains that it was her understanding that 
the decision to migrate existing clients had not been made, and now 
feels that the scope of her program has been exponentially increased 
by this new decision.

Kate explains that there are some budget considerations being made 
within the organization. If she can show that the migration is success-
ful and the organization no longer has to support multiple ERP sys-
tems, she can show real cost savings to the organization’s bottom line. 
While Abby understands there is a financial impact, she also explains 
to her sponsor that the people resources may be limited, making it 
more likely that they will not meet the timeline the sponsor just com-
mitted to the governance board. Kate asks that she research options 
and report back to her, understanding that the preferred approach is to 
migrate client data within the timeline she agreed to with the board.

Abby begins her research by determining who the key players are 
who are currently working with the existing ERP systems. Kate iden-
tified Charlie Richards, the in-house subject matter expert (SME) on 
the existing system. Charlie has been with the organization for over 
10 years and understands the nuances of the system, the clients they 
manage, and what is going to be needed to move to a new system. 
Knowing that Charlie will be a huge partner to have on her side, 
Abby asks Charlie to lunch to discuss possible options. Abby explains 
the preferred approach and asks for his feedback. He explains that 
in the next few months his personnel resources will be tied up with 
a system update and he will not have the manpower to prepare and 
implement the migrations. He suggests that the migrations happen 
in a phased approach with a small pilot group migrating to the new 
platform shortly after its go-live. He also suggests that they should 
hire some short-term outside system consultants who understand the 
existing ERP system and can help with data gathering and planning 
for the upcoming moves.

Abby asks that he provide the details from a financial and planning 
perspective for two options, one migrating all clients by the go-live 
of the new ERP, with all the financial and human capital resources 
needed, as well as one detailing his suggested plan of phasing in 
migrations on a pre-determined schedule.
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Abby provides both details to the program sponsor, who agrees to 
take it to the board for review and final determination. After much 
discussion, it was decided to phase in the migrations as proposed; 
however, the board would like to see the schedule shorten by half 
the time. They have agreed to cover the expense for one additional 
contractor to assist in the implementation of a more aggressive time-
line. Upon hearing the news, Abby begins to finalize her “house.” 
She identifies all the resources that will help build her core team as 
well as all the resources that will play supporting roles in completing 
all the work that needs to occur. She begins to have coffee chats with 
the resources, asking for their feedback on the plan and their insight 
as to how to proceed. During these discussions, Abby also asked the 
members to identify anyone who is not typically in the program man-
agement plans but could have invaluable insight to this program, the 
hidden organization. Abby also begins to reach out to her external net-
work to source for the contractor who will be hired to assist in the 
implementation of the plan. Now that her team members are identi-
fied (and she is fully addicted to coffee), the work can begin.

A.5  Chapter 3 Questions

	 1.	What other key power players can you identify in the case 
study who should be involved to ensure program success?

	 2.	Abby did not complete an organization network analysis 
(ONA). How would that have helped her planning process?

	 3.	How can you utilize a power map to identify the level of 
engagement and influence your stakeholders have on your 
program? Provide examples of how you have used this or a 
similar tool to understand the needs and influence of stake-
holders in your programs, and what impact it had on the out-
come of your program.

The team has weekly status meetings to advise Abby on the general 
status and any red flags that need to be addressed. As it normally 
occurs, the first few meetings everyone is in the green, meaning they 
are on time and on budget. There are no real issues as of yet, and it 
seems to be running smoothly. About three months into the program, 
one of the project managers provides an updated status and identifies 
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a potential risk. It is rumored that the organization, in an effort to cut 
costs and reduce redundancy, will be completing a reduction in force. 
Later that week Abby finds out that the SME responsible for building 
the file to migrate the existing client data to the new database will be 
leaving as a result. This leaves a hole within the foundation walls of 
Abby’s “program house.”

Abby must present this data to her program sponsor. Before 
approaching her with this data, Abby takes her time to research alter-
native plans and strategies to complete the work within the agreed-
upon time frame. In the meantime, Kate is approached by the CTO, 
who questions Kate on how the work will be completed with the loss 
of such an important resource. Kate, not knowing just yet of the situa-
tion, responds with a generic answer and immediately calls Abby into 
her office. Kate, unhappy with the current situation, asks Abby how she 
could have not communicated such a huge issue to her as the sponsor. 
This change not only impacts the task completion, it also has the poten-
tial of impacting the timeline and the overall budget, something Kate 
was very sensitive about given her drive to cut costs. She also stresses 
her disappointment in Abby not following her own rule of no surprises. 
Abby apologizes for not approaching the subject sooner and commits 
to having a proposed plan for the lost resource by the end of the week.

A.6  Chapter 4 Questions

	 1.	How did Abby help foster strong relationships with her 
stakeholders?

	 2.	What are your “go-to” practices for establishing strong rela-
tionships with your stakeholders?

	 3.	What are some of the ways you give back to your organiza-
tion to help foster your relationships and build your internal 
network?

	 4.	How do you ensure there are no surprises in your program? 
What tools do you utilize to ensure your stakeholders and 
sponsor feel comfortable with the program status and any 
identified issues?

As promised, Abby proposes a revised plan and gets buy-in from Kate 
on the go-forward strategy. As new processes and business plans are 
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being put in place, Abby begins to focus on the change management 
and organizational readiness plans. Following the ADAPT model, 
Abby begins to define the requirements for each step along with a 
detailed communications plan. Understanding that providing con-
stant and open communication is key in the success of any change 
initiative, Abby defines a timeline that meets the needs of the organi-
zation without oversaturation.

Abby presents the organizational readiness and change manage-
ment plans to the stakeholders at the next meeting and asks for their 
approval. Jack Bauer, a senior vice president in the IT department, 
and also current stakeholder on the program, is extremely enthusias-
tic and excited about this move. He not only thinks that it would be 
great for the organization but really understands the overall impact 
to the employees. He is extremely positive and has shown great inter-
est in the program and its success. He is the perfect change champion 
to promote the program and its benefits, and has agreed to take on 
this role.

Abby also needs to have the support of a change sponsor. In her first 
inclination she considers Kate to fill this role. Kate is at the right level 
within the organization to provide impactful messaging; however, she 
is extremely busy and is not currently engaged in the program. Jake 
Francis, the division vice president, who is on the governance board, 
is a current stakeholder in the program, and has a financial stake in 
making sure the program is completed on time and within budget, 
agrees to be the “face” of the program. Not only does his job rely on 
successful delivery of the program, he also has been with the company 
for many years and has a reputation of being a very energetic, effec-
tive, and trustworthy leader within the organization.

A.7  Chapter 5 Questions

	 1.	What are the key components of an organizational readiness 
plan for your organization?

	 2.	What internal and external forces may impact your organiza-
tional readiness plan?

	 3.	Have you seen the correlation with the “stages of grief ” within 
your organizations when impacted by change initiatives? How 
have you addressed organizational concerns over the change?
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	 4.	Do you have a formal change management plan in your orga-
nization? Is it similar to the ADAPT method? What compo-
nents are addressed in your typical plan (i.e., communications, 
marketing, processes, documentation)? If you do not have a 
formal tool, how do you go about planning for change?

Abby and the team have defined and are beginning to implement 
the communications plan. The overall plan details what information 
will be communicated, to whom the communication will be directed, 
how it will be sent, and when. Being new to the organization, Abby is 
unaware that all client communications are funneled through the cor-
porate communications group. Upon sending out the first notice to the 
intended pilot migration group, Tim Smith from corporate commu-
nications contacted Abby and directed her to immediately cease send-
ing out client communications until further notice. Abby immediately 
sets up a meeting with Tim and is advised that she did not follow the 
defined protocol for client communications. She also did not adhere to 
the branding standards of all client communications set forth by the 
corporate communications group. Abby apologizes for not understand-
ing and agrees to consult with Tim on future client communications.

A.8  Chapter 6 Questions

	 1.	How would you communicate differently to power players 
versus sleepers?

	 2.	Have you had experience with a group becoming “dangerous” 
to your program operating on partial information? How did 
you get them back on track?

	 3.	How can you as the program manager use the four quad-
rant areas to your benefit when socializing the program to the 
organization?

As work on the program progresses, Abby begins to gather data to 
report the program’s KPIs and defined metrics to the stakeholders. A 
few criteria that have been identified as KPIs include the following:

•	 Increased customer satisfaction scores on the annual survey
•	 Decreased wait time for system processing of orders
•	 Decreased production time for product
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•	 Shortened time from seed to shelf
•	 Decreased client complaints on system limitations

The metrics that will be reported on are as follows:

•	 Overall health of program (green, yellow, red)
•	 Percentage of tasks completed on time
•	 Percentage of tasks completed late
•	 Percentage of tasks still open
•	 Percent of total budget spent
•	 Percent of total budget remaining
•	 Days remaining to completion

Abby presents her findings to her shareholders as well as to the gover-
nance board so that everyone has a clear picture of where the program 
stands. The stakeholders were extremely receptive to the information. 
They asked inquisitive questions about the details of the project, pay-
ing close attention to the timeline and overall health of the program. 
The governance board was the exact opposite. During the discussion 
on program health and the timeline, the governance board seemed 
distracted, as if the details were too in depth. Once the high-level 
KPIs came into the discussion they were a lot more involved in the 
discussion, stressing that they just wanted to hear how the business 
would be impacted and how the program is measuring up to those 
standards. Abby took note of this request and tailored all future dis-
cussions around KPIs and metrics to focus more on KPIs and how 
they link to strategy versus the minute details of the program.

A.9  Chapter 7 Questions

	 1.	Based on the case study, do you feel there was the appropriate 
detail of information being shared at the weekly status meet-
ings? What would you have done differently?

	 2.	How do you handle a stakeholder who wants you to ana-
lyze every aspect of the program, even when you know the 
information is not pertinent to the program and organiza-
tional objectives?

	 3.	KPIs should be defined using SMART criteria (specific, 
measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound). How could 
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the KPIs defined in this case study be improved to be in line 
with SMART criteria?

At the next program status meeting, Abby notices that the program 
sponsor is not in attendance. She makes note to follow up with her 
later on any open items and provide an overall status of the program. 
As always, she provides all attendees with a pre-filed meeting agenda 
along with notes and action items from the previous meeting for their 
review. The team begins with the first agenda item and begins dis-
cussions. Tim Francis brings up the recent decision of sun-setting 
the old ERP system, which was not on today’s agenda because it only 
impacts a small portion of the project team. By the time the discus-
sion is complete, most of the hour is up and the rest of the project 
owners provide very quick updates to their portions of the program. 
Abby was not able to touch on the final items on the agenda and 
postponed them until next week.

As the program progresses, the team meets weekly to discuss 
the status. Week after week the program sponsor continues not to 
show. There are quite a few escalation items noted in each week’s 
notes that are not addressed. Abby schedules a meeting with the 
program sponsor to determine if there are any issues and tries to 
reengage her in the program. During the meeting the sponsor 
explained that there are some organizational changes taking up her 
time and that she can commit to participating in status meetings 
if Abby specifically needs her for some portion or needs her guid-
ance in some form. She also indicates that unless Abby notifies her 
that her presence is necessary, she will most likely not attend all the 
weekly status meetings but she will be in the governance meetings 
going forward.

With this new information in mind, Abby realizes that the open 
items are items that need research in order to propose solutions to 
the program sponsor. She assigns each issue to the respective proj-
ect managers to investigate and find reasonable solutions. Abby then 
calls a meeting with the program sponsors along with the program 
stakeholders to discuss the potential solutions and obtain approval 
on the go-forward solutions. This enables Abby to go into the next 
governance meeting showing forward movement and progress on her 
program with the support of her sponsor and stakeholders.
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A.10  Chapter 8 Questions

	 1.	How could Abby have better handled the sponsor from the 
beginning of the program? Did she set the right expectations 
with her sponsor?

	 2.	How could Abby have set better expectations with the pro-
gram team? How would you have managed the team differ-
ently to ensure success?

	 3.	What are some of the pitfalls you have encountered in your 
meetings that may have impacted your program outcomes?

The program is nearly halfway through the proposed timeline, and 
Abby notices one of the technical teams that is responsible for build-
ing a file layout has repeatedly reported their project status as yellow. 
They do have supporting information on what the holdups are, how-
ever, with the project status color not improving to green and no plan 
on how to get it there. Abby grows concerned that it might impact the 
timeline of the program. Autumn Hill, the project manager responsi-
ble for the file layout, reports to Abby that they are having some issues 
negotiating with an outside vendor who is responsible for a portion of 
the work that needs to be performed. Autumn does not believe that 
they will be able to meet the deadline with the negotiations looming. 
Abby decides to engage the vice president who oversees the group that 
will be programming the file layout and who also sits on the gover-
nance board. Abby discusses the issues they are having and asks if he 
can step in to try and move the negotiations along, explaining that the 
timeline of the program is in jeopardy. He agrees and in his research 
determines that the contract was being held up internally in the legal 
department. He is able to move the negotiations along; however, the 
program timeline needs to be pushed out a week for the delay. Abby 
delivers the bad news to her sponsor, who wanted a clear explanation 
on how this could have happened.

A.11  Chapter 9 Questions

	 1.	How could Abby have managed the reporting of project sta-
tus stoplights better? How would you define the status defini-
tions so as to avoid this in the future?

	 2.	What could Abby have done to prevent the delay in the timeline?
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	 3.	Would you have gone to the program sponsor immediately or 
was going to the head of that department the right decision, 
and why?

	 4.	Have you had experiences with project managers reporting to 
you on your program that indicated their status as green and 
you knew that was incorrect? How did you rectify the situation?

During lunch one day, Abby is approached by her friend James from 
the systems group. She had developed this relationship during the 
coffee-talk segments when she was trying to understand the orga-
nization and all its players. Jim tells her that he overheard that the 
organization will be shutting down the old system as of July 1, and 
all clients will be in the new system that day. He also heard rumors 
that the clients are not happy about it and that the planning was far 
from underway to make this happen. Abby, knowing that the orga-
nization’s direction is to pilot groups on the new system until the 
glitches are worked out then move the rest of the population over, 
explains to Jim that it is not the case and that she would appreci-
ate it if he let others know. Jim also lets Abby know that internally 
there are rumors starting that Kate is only trying to make sure this 
is successful because she is in line for a big promotion if everything 
implements smoothly.

Abby decides to take this new information regarding the employee’s 
perception of the program (not Kate’s political moves) to the weekly 
status meeting and open it up for discussion with the team. She also 
invites the program sponsor to the meeting to ensure she is aware of 
the organization’s perception of the program. The team confirms the 
rumors indicating they are hearing the same from other groups. As a 
team they collectively feel that the sponsor should send out a system-
wide communication addressing the status of the program and define 
what the future state looks like for the organization. This should help 
alleviate some of the tension caused by the overarching politics and 
impending change.

A.12  Chapter 10 Questions

	 1.	What could Abby have done to have a better pulse on the 
organization’s stance of the program?
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	 2.	Have you had experiences where you have made an ally within 
your organization during those initial talks? How have they 
benefited you? Have they been a hindrance?

	 3.	How do you factor in the political aspect to managing your 
teams? Do you find they have a large or small impact in your 
progress? Why or why not?

With everything on track, the official go-live is nearing. A majority of 
the tasks defined in the program have been completed successfully, the 
communications plan has been implemented, and the team is ready to 
officially go-live with the new ERP system. The teams have defined 
and implemented the organizational readiness plan, which includes 
training for the impacted areas, communications on the change, 
and a monitor and evaluation process to ensure the plan is effective. 
Everything looks like it is in place, and the team and stakeholders 
provide their official approval during a formal sign-off meeting.

The new system goes live. All of the hard work and dedication 
pay off. Abby announces to the senior leaders that the new ERP 
is up and running and provides a huge public “thank you” to her 
team for all their hard work. A few days later, while the program’s 
lessons learned are being documented and the remaining monitor-
ing and evaluating tasks are being completed, the vice president of 
HR contacts Abby. She is concerned because there is a small group 
of employees who help as backup to service the clients and help to 
bring them up to speed on the client self-service aspect of the ERP. 
They recently went through systems training; however, they were 
never approached by the program team for any further education. 
By the look of it, this group seems to have been left out of the orga-
nizational readiness plan.

Since this group is a backup group, there is no immediate impact to 
the client experience. There is a need, however, to close out the pro-
gram, and this cannot be done until this group is effectively trained 
and understands their role in this new environment. Abby engages 
the project manager who is responsible for the organizational readi-
ness effort, and they devise a plan to address this group. They also 
document in the lessons learned as to what happened and how it hap-
pened for further analysis to avoid it in future programs.
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A.13  Chapter 11 Questions

	 1.	What could Abby have done to avoid the exclusion of the HR 
group in the organization readiness plan?

	 2.	Have you ever left a group out of a plan? What impact did it 
have on the overall success of the program?

	 3.	How does culture play a role in adopting new change within 
your organization? Are there special components you need to 
add to your organization readiness plans that are not neces-
sary standard?

Abby asks that her team be vigilant about getting feedback in their 
perspective areas on how the system is running. A couple of months 
into using the new system and sun-setting of the old system, Abby 
decides to send out a survey to all internal employees who have been 
impacted by the new system and the feedback is overwhelmingly posi-
tive. She decides to share the feedback with her team and with senior 
leaders to reinforce the impact the program has had on the organiza-
tion. She also includes in the communication the overall KPIs that 
were determined at the beginning of the project and how those have 
been implemented successfully. All in all it was a successful program 
with a lot of great help.

A.14  Chapter 12 Questions

	 1.	Given the overall case study above, which components are 
appropriate to include in the lessons-learned documentation?

	 2.	Do you typically close out your projects with lessons learned 
or a post-launch review? Do you find them helpful or are they 
just another document to complete?

	 3.	How have you “celebrated success” in your programs? Do 
you find that recognition is motivational to your teams? How 
do you tailor the motivation to particular team members? 
Do you think it makes an impact on the overall success of 
your program?
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Appendix B: Glossary

C-Level:  Commonly used term for senior-level management posi-
tions in an organization, such as chief executive officer, chief 
operations officer, and chief information officer

Change Champions:  Individuals who help initiate and facilitate 
change; can be at any level of the organization

Change Integrator:  Responsible for the overall change management 
process and for implementation of change management actions

Change Management:  Application of a structured process and set 
of tools for leading the people-side of change to achieve a 
desired outcome (Prosci 2014)

Change Sponsor:  Executive-level leader who takes accountability 
for driving the change brought about by the program

Communication Plan:  Derived from the communication strategy 
but at a much more granular level, with specific targeted com-
munications identified for each of the stakeholders or stake-
holder groups

Communication Strategy:  High-level view of communications 
objectives for your program, which are tied directly to program 
deliverables and expected program benefits; should incorporate 
program objectives, what the related outcomes-based commu-
nications messages are that are tied directly to those messages, 
and who the target audience is for these messages
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Earned Value Management (EVM):  Project management tech-
nique for measuring project performance and progress in an 
objective manner; combines measurements of scope, sched-
ule, and cost, allowing you to compare planned versus actuals

Gantt Chart:  Simple bar chart that depicts a visual representation of 
a program schedule (or project schedule)

Key Performance Indicator (KPI):  Set of quantifiable measures 
used to gauge or compare performance in terms of meeting 
strategic and operational goals

Metric:  Quantifiable measurement of performance
Operational Readiness Review:  A meeting with the governance 

board (or executive steering committee) that details all aspects 
of preparations for moving the program fully into operations

Organizational Network Analysis (ONA):  Use of mathemati-
cal algorithms to map relationships and information flows 
between people and groups within the organization; also 
sometimes referred to as social network analysis (SNA)

Phase Gate:  Formal review by a designated governance committee 
at the end of each phase of the program where the program 
manager seeks approval to continue to the next phase of the 
program; each gate has pre-defined criteria that must be met 
before the program may proceed; decisions are typically struc-
tured in such a way as to provide approval to proceed, provide 
approval to proceed with modifications to the program, or to 
stop the program; also sometimes referred to as a stage gate

Power Map:  Visual depiction of stakeholders placed into quadrants 
based on a combination of their power or influence on the 
program and their interest level

Program Communications Plan:  Plan that details the information 
and communication needs of the program stakeholders based 
on who needs what information, when they need it, how it is 
given to them, and by whom (Project Management Institute 
2013b, 74)

Program Governance:  Structure and process used by an organiza-
tion for program oversight and guidance

Program Roadmap:  Visual that shows all of the component projects 
that make up the program, including sequencing and associ-
ated timelines
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Program Stakeholder:  Any individual interested in or influenced by 
your program

Request for Information (RFI):  Standard process to formally col-
lect information about the capabilities of suppliers that may 
be used for comparative purposes to drive business decisions

Responsibility Matrix (RACI):  Framework to identify stakeholder 
roles and responsibilities; defines by process, functional area, 
or deliverable who is responsible, who is accountable, who 
should be consulted, and who should be informed

Rough Order of Magnitude (ROM):  High-level cost and/or time 
estimate created at the outset of a program based on limited 
up front knowledge

Social Network Analysis (SNA):  See Organizational Network Analysis
Stage Gate:  See Phase Gate
Stakeholder Engagement Plan:  Contains a detailed strategy for 

effective stakeholder engagement for the duration of the 
program; includes stakeholder engagement guidelines and 
provides insight about how the stakeholders of various com-
ponents of a program are engaged (PMI 2013b, 49)

Stakeholder Power Grid:  Visual depiction of stakeholders, grouping 
them into quadrants based on their interest level and influ-
ence level on your program; groupings may be used to help 
guide communication and change management efforts

Steering Committee:  Group of key stakeholders that meets on a 
regular cadence to provide strategic guidance to the program; 
key decisions or escalated issues requiring executive input 
typically require approval from this group; team is further 
tasked with ensuring the program maintains alignment with 
the organization’s strategy

Subject Matter Expert (SME):  Individual with specialized knowl-
edge in a particular area; may be at any level in the organiza-
tion but are frequently senior-level individual contributors

Transition Plan:  Plan that outlines all of the steps required to ensure 
a smooth transition to operations

Triple Constraint:  Framework for program and project managers to 
consider in balancing the three constraints of time, cost, and 
scope/quality
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Appendix C: Acronym List

ADAPT:  Change Management Model (Articulate, Define, Assess, 
Plan, Take Action)

C-Level:  CEO, CIO, COO, CFO, CAO (Chief Officers)
ERP:  Enterprise Resource Planning
EVM:  Earned Value Management
KPI:  Key Performance Indicator
ONA:  Organizational Network Analysis
PDCA:  Plan, Do, Check, Act
RACI:  Responsible, Accountable, Consulted, Informed
RFI:  Request for Information
SLA:  Service-Level Agreement
SMART:  Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time-Bound
SME:  Subject Matter Expert
SNA:  Social Network Analysis
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