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The Program Way1 

 

  By Dr. Harold Kerzner 

and 

Dr. Al Zeitoun 

 
Introduction _________________________________________________________ 
 
A program is generally defined as a grouping of projects that can be managed 
consecutively or concurrently or a combination of both.  There are numerous challenges 
facing the program manager that quite often make it difficult to achieve all or even part of 
the strategic goals and objectives established by senior management.  The larger and 
more complex the program, the more difficult it will be to overcome the challenges. 
  
Many of the challenges are common to both projects and programs.  However, the risks 
due to the challenges may have a much greater impact on programs than projects.  When 
projects are challenged, some companies simply let the project fail and the team moves 
on to their next project assignment.  When programs are challenged, the cost of 
terminating a program can be quite large and might have a serious impact on the 
organization’s competitiveness and future success. 
 
Projects generally have a finite time duration.  Most programs, because of their strategic 
nature and impact on the success of the organization, are much longer in duration and 
are susceptible to more challenges, risks, and negative impact on the business. 
 
In the early years of project management, most PMs had engineering backgrounds, many 
with advance degrees in technical disciplines. Project sponsors were assigned from the 
senior most levels of management, mainly to make all of the necessary business-related 
and strategic decisions. Many companies did not trust project managers to make 
business or strategic decisions. Even companies that had programs and program 
managers, there were still governance personnel assigned to ensure linkages to strategic 
business objectives. 
 
Project management today is more than just a traditional career path for workers. It is 
now treated as a strategic competency which means it is one of the 4 or 5 most important 
career paths in the company in order for the firm to have a viable and successful future. 
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Part of the strategic competency requires that senior management give up the idea that 
information is power and clearly share strategic information with project managers. 
Today's project managers and program managers are managing strategic opportunities 
for companies and making strategic decisions.  This forms the shift to the Program Way, 
running project and programs with the proper strategic clarity and full authorization to 
make the necessary business strategic value decisions, a true business strategist way. 
 
The program business case must articulate the expected benefits and business value. 

The business case also provides the boundaries for many of the decisions that will have 

to be made.  The challenge will be in the preparation of a business case such that all 

program team members clearly understand what is expected of them. 

 
Program management is more closely aligned to strategic decisions than project 
management activities that focus on traditional projects. As such, over the next decade, 
we can expect to see a significant growth in the "Program Way" with program managers 
becoming experts in strategic planning.  
 
Several years ago, IBM wanted all of their project managers to become dual certified: 
certified by PMI on project management and certified internally by IBM in the use of IBM's 
forms, guidelines, templates and checklists for making strategic decisions at IBM. IBM 
discovered the importance of having their 46,000 PMs qualified and trained in making 
business decisions on projects and programs. 
 
Other companies have followed IBM's lead and created internal training and internal 
certification programs more closely aligned to business strategy. Even without utilizing 
the words, this expansion of capability building towards business strategy linkages, most 
certainly confirms that companies have been shifting focus to expand and make use of 
the "Program Way." 
 
 

The Program Way ____________________________________________________ 
 
Program stakeholders are the people that ultimately decide whether a program is 

successful. There can be significantly more stakeholders on programs than projects.  

Failing to meet program stakeholder expectations can result in a significant loss of 

business.  Given the long-time frame of many programs, managing the changes in 

stakeholders over the lifecycle of the program and addressing their changing 

expectations, this Program Way muscle is critical to develop. 
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To support this Program Way, dedicated program personnel would likely be required, 

such as: 

 

▪ Program office manager: This can include handling administrative paperwork, 

meeting scheduling and making sure that program activities are aligned to 

company standards and expectations.   

▪ Reports manager: This person is responsible for the preparation and distribution 

of all reports and handouts.  The person is usually not involved in the actual writing 

of the reports.  Naturally there is an opportunity here to exploit the power of Artificial 

Intelligence for these first two roles. 

▪ Risk manager: This person monitors the VUCA environment, and the enterprise 

environment factors.  Additional responsibilities include risk identification, analysis, 

and response to all risks that can impact program success.  

▪ Business analyst: This person works closely with the risk manager and activities 

may include identification of business opportunities and threats.  The analyst may 

monitor compliance to customer requirements and verification of the program’s 

deliverables. 

▪ Change manager: Some large programs may clearly indicate that changes in the 

firm’s business model will be necessary.  The change manager prepares the 

organization for the expected change.  The change may just be in some of the 

processes or the way that the firm conducts its business rather than a significant 

change to the business model. 

 

The Program Way Letter to Future Program Managers _________________ 
 
There are both concerns and equally a level of excitement about the future of the 

program way with the amount of disruption and the anticipated changing environmental 

and business dynamics.  As a program manager you are in the right place at the center 

of leading through chaos and of creating opportunities.  This brief letter to future program 

managers is intended to highlight some of the key anticipated shifts ahead, be aware of 

them, prepare for them, and ultimately put that readiness to good use in creating 

meaningful strategic impact. 

 

The changing nature of your role and possibly title.  Whether program manager remains 

as a title, or it get replaced with some elements of leading, collaborating, strategizing, 

integrating, coaching, or driving, it is all about creating impact.  There is a dominant need 
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for servant or social leadership, where the program leader is able to adapt between being 

the coach or becoming the one carrying the program team across obstacles.   

 

Your future role is shaping to be the true organizational connector.  You role will continue 

to balance technology and strategy as your key enablers.  Program managers have to 

have their voice in working across the business boundaries and continually breaking 

down actual and mental silos in the organization.   

 

Future program managers are connectors. 

 

Readiness for that future also has growth and people components.  The open window for 

continual learning is a feature that is strengthened by technology and artificial intelligence.  

This requires developing an appetite for your growth and for equally growing other key 

stakeholders around you.  A more mature and developed stakeholder community directly 

contributes to making your future role most effective. 

 

In the future, program managers will also have a vital impact on sustaining the growth of 

business and people.  With the norm shifting to program managers being more aligned 

with the executive teams, being part of the most critical strategic dialogues and decisions, 

and having the right seat at the table, the value of program management continues to 

become more evident.  This makes your role even more clearly strategic in terms of 

impact driving and effecting the future of organizations. 

 
 

The Program Way’s Future Conductor ________________________________ 
 

Describing the role of the program manager could take many forms.  One of the favorites 
could be the orchestra conductor.  The anticipated program way’s integration emphasis 
played in the role pf the program manager and the need to align across a diverse set of 
stakeholders make the conductor analogy a strong fitting designation.   
 
One of the experiences worth discovering, would be to get the opportunity to go deep in 
understanding the role of the orchestra conductor and see that although it is such a critical 
role, the quality of the outcome of that musical piece’s delivery ultimately rests with the 
orchestra itself, its training, and its achieved harmony. 
 

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


PM World Journal  (ISSN:2330-4480)   The Great Project Management Accelerator                
Vol. XII, Issue VIII – August 2023                                                                             The Program Way 

www.pmworldjournal.com     by Dr. Harold Kerzner and 

Series Article                  Dr. Al Zeitoun 

 

 

 

 
© 2023 Harold Kerzner and Al Zeitoun 

 www.pmworldlibrary.net  Page 5 of 10 

▪ The role of a Conductor is to unify a large group of musicians into a core sound 
instead of a wild bunch of different sounds surging out 

▪ The program becomes similar to the nicely played piece like the one we enjoy 
going to the theatre for 

▪ Sees what good looks like 
▪ Stepping back and seeing the cross dynamics 
▪ Bringing the team towards benefits and strategic outcomes 

 

 

The Holistic View of the Program Way ________________________________ 
 

An analogy that relates to the importance of the strategic and holistic view of the program 
way is being on the balcony versus being on the dance floor, as illustrated by Figure.1.  
Leaders realize the important of this.  This contributes to the adaptable mindset that 
program managers should possess.   
 
Program managers tend to be more successful when they have the ability to create the 
distance and see better where some of the gaps might be in what is happening in front of 
their eyes on the dance floor, or in the deep work the program team is involved with.  They 
should also have the ability to roll up the sleeves and jump right back into it and be in the 
trenches with their program team colleagues. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 1. The Holistic View 
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THE PATH FORWARD ___________________________________________________ 

 
Shifts in how we work and how deliver value, require developing a sensible and holistic 

new program muscle. The Program Way is about excelling in building the links between 

initiatives and the strategic imperatives behind those initiatives. Executives need to 

understand and demonstrate the shift to this way of working and entrust their program 

managers to drive the achievement of outcomes from their most significant business 

initiatives. 

 

The Program Way requires the creation of an intentionally strategic culture.  Just like 

PMI and other global organizations have been directing the attention towards focus on 

benefits and value, businesses should be ready to support the shift needed to growing 

the business in the buckets of programs that fully align to clear Strategic Focus Areas.  

This is our opportunity to raise the bar around the practices of project and program 

management and ensure that the right organizational champions provide the proper 

attention to growing the Next Gen of program leaders to take the helm of the most critical 

future transformational changes and the associated organizational leadership roles.  
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