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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper is concerned with processes for establishing/confirming the needs of 
intended recipients of benefits deriving from programs/projects, in order to definitively 
establish the nature of the targeted benefits. This work does not currently receive as 
much attention in the program/project literature as its importance deserves. 
 
Three different groups of recipients of benefits can be identified in the literature. 
 

 Program/project benefits linked to the organisation at large 
 
In this case, organisational needs identification/confirmation is normally part of 
processes for establishing organisational strategic objectives. This is not 
generally regarded as an area for involvement by program/project 
management. However as I argued in last month’s PM World Today (Stretton 
2011j) there are many circumstances where program/project managers should 
be involved. 
 

 Program/project benefits linked directly to stakeholders 
 
Surprisingly few writers directly link benefits with specific stakeholders. Some 
contributions by Thiry to identifying needs of stakeholders in this context are 
summarised. Also, it is suggested that some of the approaches developed for 
customer needs determination (next bullet point) may also be useful for helping 
identify the needs of key stakeholders. 
 

 Program/project benefits directly linked with clients/customers 
 
Customer needs determination was discussed in some detail in an earlier paper 
in this journal (Stretton 2009e). 

 

                                                 
1
 Second Editions are previously published papers that have continued relevance in today’s project management 

world, or which were originally published in conference proceedings or in a language other than English.  This paper 
was originally published in the August 2011 edition of PM World Today, republished with the author’s permission. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The materials on program/project benefits realisation/management in the literature pay 
little attention to first ascertaining the needs of the recipients of benefits from programs/ 
projects before establishing relevant benefits targets. However, it seems self-evident 
that the nature of the targeted benefits cannot be confidently established until recipients’ 
needs have been properly determined. If this work is not done, how can the ultimate 
realisation of relevant program/project benefits be confirmed?  
 

There is some recognition in the literature of the need to do this work, although little 
detail on how to go about it. For example, in the Project Management Institute’s 
Standard for Program Management (PMI 2006a), the first two stages (of five) in its 
Figure 2.3. Program Life Cycle and Benefits Management are Benefits Identification and 
Benefits Analysis. However, little indication is given on how to go about the needs 
identification work that is required before undertaking identification and analysis/ 
synthesis of the desired benefits. 
 
These notes are concerned with processes for identifying/confirming the needs of 
intended recipients of program/project benefits. But first, we identify three different types 
of recipients of benefits as they appear in the literature. 
 

 Program/project benefits linked to the organisation at large 

 Program/project benefits linked directly to stakeholders 

 Program/project benefits directly linked with clients/customers 
 

We go on to look at needs identification processes for each recipient category 
 
NEEDS IDENTIFICATION WHEN PROGRAM/PROJECT BENEFITS ARE LINKED TO 
THE ORGANISATION AT LARGE 
 
Introduction 
 

For reasons which are far from clear, the Western project management literature largely 
focuses on organisational change programs. For example, two key publications on 
program management, namely ‘Managing Successful Programmes’ [MSP] (OGC 2007) 
and ‘The Standard for Program Management’ (PMI 2006a), are primarily concerned with 
organisation change programs. In this particular program application area, the 
organization itself is clearly seen as the key beneficiary.  

                

However, there are other program application areas where the organisation itself is also 
seen as the key beneficiary. For example, in an IT context, Lindenberg et al 2004, and 
Raynor 2004, talk in general terms about optimising organisational performance by 
managing project benefits. In the context of change programs in general, Reiss 2000 
also discusses benefits to the organisational at large. 
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Most of the above do not identify internal groups or individuals as beneficiaries, 
although it is noted that OGC 2007 does make a general association between benefits 
and stakeholders in its definition of a program benefit (p 245): 

 

Benefit. The measurable improvement resulting from an outcome perceived as an 
advantage by one or more stakeholders. 
 

However, it is also noted that this connection between benefits and stakeholders is 
seldom discussed elsewhere in the main body of OGC 2007, and is certainly not 
developed in any detail at all. Clearly, the organization itself is seen as the key 
beneficiary. 
 
Where the organisation itself is the key beneficiary, needs identification becomes a 
more generalised process. Inevitably, the identification of the organisation’s needs is a 
key component of the work of establishing the organisation’s strategic objectives, and 
the associated benefits are linked with realisation of the organisation’s strategic plans to 
achieve those objectives. 
 
Benefits linked with realisation of organisational strategic plans 
 
Many writers on programs link them with benefits associated with achieving 
organisational strategic plans. Some good illustrations of this association are in PMI 
2006a: Figure 1-3, Jamieson & Morris 2004, Van Den Broecke 2005 (whose figures 
were illustrated in Stretton 2011j), and OGC 2007: Figure 7.5, which is reproduced here. 
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Figure 1: OGC 2007 Fig 7.5   Strategic context of benefits realisation within a programme 

 
This figure shows a clear relationship between benefits and achievement of 
organisational strategic objectives.  
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With regard to involvement by program/project managers in establishing and delivering 
organisational strategic goals (and thence the associated benefits), I discussed the 
former in some detail in last month’s PM World Today (Stretton 2011j), and have 
nothing further to add here. 
 
NEEDS IDENTIFICATION WHEN PROGRAM/PROJECT BENEFITS ARE LINKED 
DIRECTLY TO STAKEHOLDERS 
 
Two direct connections in the literature between benefits and stakeholders 
 
Two prominent authors link program benefits with stakeholders. I have already 
mentioned the link made in the definition of a program benefit by OGC 2007:245, as 
follows: 

 

Benefit. The measurable improvement resulting from an outcome perceived as an 
advantage by one or more stakeholders       
         

However, I also noted here that this connection between benefits and stakeholders is 
seldom discussed elsewhere in the main body of OGC 2007. 
 
A more direct link between benefits and stakeholders is made by Thiry 2004a:268 : 

 

Benefits are the translation of stakeholders’ needs and/or expectations into 
measurable outputs; the sum of these outputs constitutes the “value” of the program to 
the organisation.      

 

Identifying/verifying stakeholders needs  
 
I discussed processes for identifying/verifying customers’ needs in some detail in a 
previous paper, Stretton 2009e. Similar processes would also appear to be appropriate 
for identifying the needs of other program/project stakeholders, particularly key 
stakeholders.  
 
A more specialised approach to identifying individual stakeholders needs is that of Thiry 
2004b, in a chapter of Morris & Pinto 2004 (The Wiley Guide to Managing Projects) 
entitled “Value Management: A group decision-making process to achieve stakeholders’ 
needs and expectations in the most resource-effective ways”.  As Morris & Pinto 
express it in their Introduction in relation to Thiry’s chapter, 
 

VM [Value Management] is positioned as a strategic process comprising for Michel 
Thiry: sensemaking, ideation, elaboration, choice; for Michel, it is “the method of 
choice to deal with the ambiguity of stakeholders’ needs and expectations and the 
complexity of changing business environment at program level and project initiation”. 
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As indicated in the above quotation, Thiry covers this topic under the main headings of 
sensemaking, ideation, elaboration and choice. It is not easy to do justice to Thiry’s 
quite dense chapter in summary format, and I will not attempt to do so here.  
 
Combined stakeholder and benefits management processes 
 
The following figure covers Thiry’s (2006b) detailed set of processes which combine 
both stakeholder management and benefits management (with a few modifications in 
the terminologies, and one addition).  
 
 

B1 Stakeholder analysis 

B1.1   Identify the stakeholders  
B1.2  Categorise the stakeholders 

 Develop power/interest diagrams 
 

B2 Functional analysis 
B2.1  Determine stakeholders’ needs and expectations 

 Tangible & intangible needs 

 Identify contradictions/conflicts 

 Prioritise and manage trade-offs 
B2.2  Translate needs & expectations into expected benefits 
B2.3  Organise expected benefits into a Functional Breakdown Structure,  

for a shared view of the situation 
 

B3 Identify Critical Success Factors (CSFs)  
B3.1  Identify CSFs from the expected benefits FBS 
B3.2  Prioritise CSFs 

 

B4 Define Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for CSFs 
B4.1  For each CSF, identify one or more measurable criteria 
B4.2  Set expected level of performance 
B4.3  Identify an acceptable range or tolerance 

 

B5 Generate alternatives/options to achieve CSFs  
 

B6 Evaluate and develop strategies to achieve CSFs 
 
B7 Implement benefits realization strategies [added by A Stretton] 

 
 
Figure 2: Combined stakeholder and benefits management processes, 

     based on Thiry 2004b 
 

It can be seen that process B2.2 represents a transition from stakeholder needs/ 
expectations to defining and developing the target benefits in substantial detail.  
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A cautionary note 
 

A cautionary note has been offered by Pellegrinelli et al 2007, who, in their research on 
the actual practices used on programs in commercial and UK public sector 
organisations, found that 
 

The sources of funds and implications for funding had a profound, typically 
fragmenting effect on the objectives and scope of the programmes, and on what was 
deemed to constitute a benefit. MSP’s [Managing Successful Programmes – OGC 
2003] assertion that a benefit is something of value to a stakeholder may be morally 
appealing. …. [but] The DCA’s [Department for Constitutional Affairs] Courts and 
Tribunals Modernisation Programme and the Inland Revenue’s Performance and 
Management Information programme revealed an undesired but real disconnect 
between recognising the benefits to all stakeholders and the construction of 
defensible project business cases. Parochialism creeps into programme governance 
under the guise of prudent control of funds, and benefits are seen in the eyes of 
those funding the programme, whether directly or indirectly. 

 

The resolution of this apparent problem appears to be relatively straight-forward. There 
can be a multitude of stakeholders attached to any significant program, and it is simply 
unrealistic to expect to be able to benefit all stakeholders all the time. Indeed it is 
normally the case that some stakeholders will be disadvantaged by the program 
(described by OGC 2007 as “dis-benefits”).  

 
Therefore, it appears self-evident that the focus should be, first, on the needs of key 
stakeholders, and then on those of potentially influential stakeholders.  
 
However, as previously flagged, I do not believe that even this gets to the heart of 
identifying stakeholder needs. With my background in organizations providing 
program/project management services to others, I automatically respond to the question 
“benefits to whom?” with “benefits to the client/customer”, as now briefly discussed. 
 
NEEDS IDENTIFICATION WHEN PROGRAM/PROJECT BENEFITS ARE LINKED 
DIRECTLY TO CLIENTS/CUSTOMERS 
 
I discussed this type of needs identification work in considerable detail in an earlier 
contribution to this journal entitled “Identifying/verifying customers’ needs before 
specifying product/service requirements in the program/project context” (Stretton 
2009e). This was essentially a synthesis of processes for identifying/confirming 
customers’ needs from the very few sources I was aware of, notably Frame 1994, and 
my own experience with a long-time employer in the building and construction industry. I 
will not attempt to summarise the contents of this paper here. 
 
In that paper I also noted that this topic has evidently been seriously addressed in 
service industries such as IT, finance and marketing, but that little of this experience 
appears to have found its way into the mainstream program/project literature. 

http://www.pmworldjournal.net/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/


PM World Journal                 Needs identification processes to establish 
Vol. II, Issue VI – June 2013  program/project benefits targets 
www.pmworldjournal.net  Second Edition

1
 Alan Stretton 

 
 

 
©2011 Alan Stretton  www.pmworldlibrary.net Page 7 of 10 

Originally published in PM World Today, August 2011 – republished with author’s permission. 

 
This paper (Stretton 2009e) attracted quite substantial attention, which appeared to 
indicate the perceived importance of this topic in the program/project world, and the lack 
of substantial material on the subject in its own literature. One reader, Michael Davis, 
recommended a relevant resource of which I had previously been unaware, namely 
Gause & Weinberg 1989.    
 
FROM IDENTIFYING NEEDS TO ESTABLISHING TARGET BENEFITS TO BE 
DELIVERED 
 

Establishing the specific benefits to be delivered by the program/project should flow 
naturally from sound needs identification and verification processes. 
 

SUMMARY 
 
These notes have been primarily concerned with processes involved in identifying the 
needs of intended recipients of program/project benefits, to help ensure that the ultimate 
benefits delivered by the relevant programs/projects will contribute maximally to 
satisfying these needs. Identification of needs of three categories of recipients was 
discussed. 
 

 Needs when program/project benefits are linked to the organisation at large: 
 

In this case, needs identification and benefits establishment for the organisation at 
large generally derive from organisational strategic planning. Involvement of 
program/ project managers in this activity was discussed in some detail in Stretton 
2011j.  

 

 Stakeholders’ needs when program/project benefits are linked directly to 
stakeholders:  
 

Surprisingly few writers directly link benefits with specific stakeholders. I first 
suggested that the methodology outlined for identifying/verifying clients/customers 
needs developed in Stretton 2009e should also be helpful in identifying/ verifying 
stakeholders’ needs, particularly key stakeholders.  
 

A more specialised approach from Thiry 2004b was briefly introduced, together with 
his combined stakeholder and benefits management processes, which include the 
transition from determining stakeholder needs/ expectations to defining and 
developing the target benefits in substantial detail.  
 

Finally, there was a cautionary note from Pellegrinelli et al 2007. 
 

 Client/customer needs when program/project benefits are directly linked with them:  
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The context of professional services programs to external client organisations was 
briefly discussed, but this had already been covered in substantial detail in Stretton 
2009e. 
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