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‘The will to succeed
is nowhere near enough’
If there’s one thing we want to make
crystal clear, it’s that program management is important. As you read these
words, thousands of programs are in
motion around the world – but only a tiny
proportion of them will succeed.
The reason? Program management – the
process by which a strategy is executed –
is shockingly undervalued.
Many of these programs are destined
to fall apart completely, while others will
suck in resources for months – maybe
years – after the expected completion
date. Management will almost certainly
dig deep into company resources to try
to rescue the situation.
Eventually they admit defeat and call in
the experts. A proper assessment then reveals the true extent of the chaos. From the
heady heights of the boardroom, the problem looked trivial and easy to sort out. A few
missed deadlines and a bit of overspend.
But closer scrutiny unearths a crisis:
not a storm in a teacup as they hoped,
but a storm in a shanty town. Failure is
everywhere, people don’t know what
they are doing, no one is talking, everyone is making excuses and insulating
themselves from the flak.
The shining strategy that kicked things
off is found to be utterly inadequate, with
details of how the execution process
works glaringly absent. It’s a bit like
asking a seven-year-old to cook your
dinner without supervision. The result is a
charcoal mess and a house on fire.
People don’t want to admit that they
can’t do something, especially when the
person doing the asking has the power to

hire, fire, promote and reward. Many executives relish a challenge and want to help.
It’s a laudable trait but this instinct belies
the reality of business-critical programs.
The will to succeed is nowhere near
enough.
Tough groundwork is essential. It’s the
foundations without which the glistening
skyscraper turns into a heap of glass and
wire. It’s the instructions for the flat-pack
furniture, without which you spend an agonising day making a three-legged chair.
It’s a problem as old as time itself, and yet
the simple lessons of good practice are still
overlooked with mind-numbing regularity.
This is why Mentor exists. Our raison d’être is to help organisations do
it properly. Unhappily, for our clients,
around four in five jobs we take on come
from stricken programs that have already
spiraled out of control.
Equally unfortunate is that the bad news
doesn’t always stop there. CEOs want results tomorrow, but once a major program
has gone wrong there is no silver bullet to
put it right. There is no medicine that will
make everything better overnight.
Sometimes it means going back to
square one and starting over again. We’d
rather you come to us at the start, so we
can get the fundamentals right and save
you from the agony of missed targets
and excessive waste.
In a bid to right age-old program
management wrongs, we have brought
together some leading lights to share
their wisdom and explain how to get it
right first time.

by David Hilliard, Chief Executive, Mentor
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Fig. 1: Most troublesome project management processes to embed
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‘Whenever you see ‘IT’ and
‘transformation’ in the same
sentence, it should start
ringing alarm bells’
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Big programs are unwieldy beasts. They
require an appropriate environment in
which to thrive; they need constant attention; and, if left unsupervised, they will
happily start shredding your furniture.
The bigger the program, the more
variables come into play. The longer the
timeframe, the more likely these variables will change radically and unpredictably, potentially threatening deadlines
and budgets.
Even before ground is broken, a
perennial threat looms over your plans.
Fail to prepare, to bring in the right team
or set up effective channels of communication, and this threat will turn into a
landslide of money and missed targets.
The true cost of program failure, then, is
limitless. It’s a blank cheque that only writes
itself once CEOs and their boards intervene
and take decisive action – usually long after
intervention had become necessary.
Yet organisations across industry and
in the public and charity sectors regu-

larly fail to appreciate the importance
of preparing for work each time a new
program is given the green light.
“Program management is an enabler
that improves the likelihood of the successful outcome of a program,” explains
Sir Peter Gershon, chairman of Tate & Lyle
and National Grid, who has vast experience in overseeing major programs across
a host of notable organisations. “There
are still gaps in recognition of the value of
program management, so programs fail
more regularly than they should.”
Expensive failures
Sadly, there are thousands of examples
of programs that lacked clarity, direction, responsibility and clear channels
of communication. The biggest failures
from the public sector have cost the taxpayer several billions of pounds without
delivering any stated goals.
The NHS supercomputer, a scheme
set up to connect doctors in England
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with patient data from hundreds of hospitals across the country, is one of the most glaring and costly case studies of how a
rudderless program can cause eye-watering losses.
After successive teams wrestled with the creation of the IT
behemoth, the price tag swelled from a couple of billion pounds
to a reported £20 billion. It was formally shut down in 2011 but
continued to leak money in legacy payments for years after.
Derek McManus, chief operating officer of O2 UK, is ultimately responsible for around 300 business-critical programs
for the company each year. Throughout his career – which
includes direct experience as a program manager – he has
seen the good, bad and the ugly.
“When things are badly briefed and badly programed,
surprises always happen,” he explains. “Usually these start to
bite near launch date; problems come out of the woodwork

that you didn’t expect, which can escalate costs and push
deadlines way back.
“The most common mistake is that work gets bogged down
and weeks go by with no one acting to address the root causes
of failure. Every business leader in a fast-moving high-end business
will recognise the agony caused by things taking longer and
costing more than they should.”
Public sector spending is scrutinsed by the National Accounts Committee, a body with a remit to hold purse-holders
to account, so the financial impact of overruns is clear for all
to see. In the private sector the exact figures are less explicit,
but the damage is no less severe.
It’s not all about the money
The costs are more than just financial. A badly run program
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Fig. 2: Percentage of IT projects that experience cost overruns (with budgets > $15 million)
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Fig. 3: Percentage of IT projects with given issues (with budgets > $15 million)
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damages shareholder confidence and relations with trusted
commercial partners. It causes the breakdown of morale,
weakens relationships between key employees and has a
lasting impact on the company brand.
“I speak from a wide experience here. It can cost millions, tens
of millions or even hundreds of millions,” says chief executive of
Arqiva Simon Beresford-Wylie, a man with more than 30 years’
experience working in the IT, broadcast and telecoms sectors.
“Imagine one of those gigantic defence programs: building
aircraft carriers or nuclear submarines. If something goes
wrong the consequences could be absolutely enormous,” he
explains. “And these things can go pear-shaped very quickly.
“I have seen instances where people didn’t understand what
they were getting into in the very first instance. The sales guy
doesn’t know what he is selling and the client doesn’t know
what he is contracting. Delivering against an inflexible contract
becomes impossible.”
Beresford-Wylie says major IT launches and revamps have
a unique tendency to go wrong: “Whenever you see IT and

6

transformation in the same sentence, it should start ringing
alarm bells and you better make sure all the necessary elements are in place, or else it could spell catastrophe.”
Yet, according to Jeff Dodds, managing director for mobile
at TalkTalk, in some cases, the problem lies not in the nasty
surprises that can derail plans, but in the simple underestimation
of the time and finance required to complete a job.
He says: “There is a rule of thumb in technical programs that
they will cost twice as much, take twice as long and – if you’re not
careful – be half as good when they are finished. When you get under the hood of some of these cases, it’s clear there was an awful
lot of stuff in the initial scope that simply was not planned for.”
The essential problem is that organisations underestimate
the benefits of good program management across the board.
By failing to do so they also underplay the massive potential
cost – material and reputational – they are risking.
Program failure, then, is a preventable cost. But although the
guidelines are easy spell out, too many top executives still fail
to see them through.
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Fig. 4: Contributors to project delays
they have the capacity to see it through or are they mainly
concerned with their own job spec? Do the people doing the
work have a clear line of recourse to someone with real decision-making power, or only a dotted line with an hour-long
meeting every fortnight?
These are key considerations. People need to know what they
are doing, who they are accountable to and who they can call
if and when a big decision needs to be made. Kicking the work
down the chain of command will ensure the work comes back
to you in a terrible state a few months down the line.

41% CHANGE(S) IN SCOPE
MID-PROJECT

POOR ESTIMATES IN 39%
THE PLANNING PHASE

‘Transparency and crisp
communication helps to tackle
pretty much any challenge’

30% INSUFFICIENT RESOURCES

WEAK PROJECT PLANNING 21%

15% LACK OF CHANGECONTROL MANAGEMENT

Top Five Tips for CEOs
1. Don’t be hopelessly optimistic
A major cause of program failure is wishful thinking, or rather an unwillingness to
consider all the things that can delay the timeline, meaning that the initial program plan
fails to acknowledge the many potential setbacks that affect all big projects.
Sir Peter Gershon argues this is a fundamental issue that regularly derails programs.
It’s important, therefore, that CEOs do not succumb to the temptation to set unattainable targets. It’s an unfortunate fact that many program plans are simply too optimistic
in their outlook, something that dooms them to overruns before work has even begun.
“Programs fail more regularly than they should and there are many possible causes of that,” Gershon explains. “An important one is a mismatch of ambition with the
ability of an organisation to realise that ambition.“There are often pressures to declare
timescales, which, with the benefit of hindsight and analysis upfront, you would have
recognised were unachievable. A lack of understanding at the outset about the degree
of risk in a program only becomes apparent as the program proceeds.”
2. Make someone accountable
“CEOs have a very tough agenda just doing their job,” says David Hilliard, chief executive of Mentor. “Their primary role is to generate profitable business, develop relationships and structure the organisation properly.
“They are very unlikely to be personally engaged in a particular program, because their time
is limited. So they nominate a subordinate, who also has a day job and doesn’t have the time to
run a program. They name a team and create some PowerPoint presentations, which can look
convincing but are just not believable.
“You can get away with treading water like this for months on end without addressing the central question of who is accountable. The lead person might only be devoting a third of their time to the program; and it won’t be the first third.”
Accountability is an essential starting point in any program. Who leads it. Do
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LACK OF EXECUTIVE 15%
SPONSORSHIP

3. Treat project management as a ‘what’ not a ‘how’
For years, program management has suffered from an identity
crisis. In only a few world-leading organisations is there a team or
department with the phrase “program managers” on the door. In
most places it is considered not a label but rather a process that
can be carried out by people in finance, HR or marketing.
CEOs therefore see program management as a “how” not a
“what” – or something that they can point at, like other departments
within the business. It is too often treated as a concept, instead of a
tangible skillset that you have to learn thoroughly in order to master.
Jeff Dodds at TalkTalk believes this view is starting to
change and that senior executives are beginning to see how
“the ability to execute” is as important as the ability to do HR
or finance, for example.
“Businesses are always looking for ways in which they can
differentiate themselves and I think the more forward-thinking
organisations are beginning to understand that execution is an
important way to do it,” he explains.
“They rightly focus on the things they own or what they design or sell, but your ability to go from an idea to something that
is saleable is also a differentiator. This is when CEOs understand how seriously they should take execution and therefore
how important program and program management is.”

6% INEFFECTIVE
PROCUREMENT/SUPPLIER

4. Nominate a talker
Picking a good program manager is obviously one way to ensure
the success of a program. But what makes a program manager
good? According to Derek McManus at O2, good communication skills should be the first quality on the list of requirements.
“A really good program manager will have good, confident
communication skills and will have frank conversations with the
CEO and the board from day one. They should be prepared to
discuss ‘home truths’ in plain English.
“Ordinary PMs will just plough on, which is bad. Transparency and crisp communication can get around pretty much
any challenge of any program in any organisation. So it’s a
very good thing.”

Source: PwC 2014

5. Respect the skills
You can get a program management qualification after a twoweek course, but this is a bit like throwing someone into a lake
the day after they are awarded a five-metre swimming badge,
according to Ian Waters, a partner at Mentor.
“Compare it to an accountancy qualification, which might take
three years to achieve and even then no one would think you
qualified to be a CFO. It takes time and a combination of theory
and real-world experience to become a program director who
moves comfortably in the C-suite. So it’s vital to find people of
the right calibre and skills to fit the bill.”

8% CHANGE IN STRATEGY

CHANGE IN ENVIRONMENT 6%
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1 2 3
NHS Connecting

E-borders

Centrica PLC

Project type: Electronic care records
Problem: Beset by delays and ballooning
costs, the software part of it was
never finished
Sector: Public
Date begun: 2002 Date terminated: 2011
Expected Cost: £2.3 billion
Actual Cost: £12 billion
Outcome: Discontinued but some parts
continued

Project type: Advanced passenger
information programme
Problem: A series of delays affected
this UK Government’s program
Sector: Public
Date begun: 2007 Date terminated: 2014
Expected Cost: £742 million
Actual Cost: Over £412 million
Outcome: Cancelled

Project type: Combined billing system
Problem: Efforts to combine billing systems for electrical and gas supply into a
single system dissolved into a shambles
Sector: Private
Date begun: 2007 Date terminated: 2007
Actual Cost: £6.34 billion
Outcome: 2,500 recruited to restore
order and as many as one million
customers reported to have moved to
other suppliers

4 5 6
Digital Media Initiative

Project type: Digital production
Problem: By 2013 the project was
judged to be obsolete and scrapped
by BBC management
Sector: Public
Date begun: 2008 Date terminated: 2013
Expected Cost: £81.7 million
Actual Cost: More than £98 million
Outcome: Cancelled

British Sky
Broadcasting (BSkyB) Ltd

Project type: Customer relations
management system
Problem: Poor program management,
failure to document the project effectively
and poor communication
Sector: Public
Date begun: 2002 Date terminated: 2010
Cost: £265 million
Outcome: Concluded with 2010 court
case between BSkyB and supplier

‘High-profile failures are not limited to one sector, and
both the monetary and reputational costs can be
devastating. This section looks at the greatest British
project failures in recent history and gives a snapshot
of how – and why – projects went wrong.’
High Profile Project Failures
You’ll no doubt recognise many of the doomed projects on this page. When major programs go belly-up, the
media (including billions of voices on social channels nowadays) are all over them like a rash. It’s not just public-sector programs involving wasted taxpayers’ money that garner bad publicity. Plenty of corporate reputations are destroyed by major projects that fail to deliver.
While programs collapse for many reasons, a factor that stands out across several of these examples is an
inability to overcome technical difficulties. In some cases, organisations spent billions over several years before
finally admitting defeat.
Many lessons can be – and have been – learnt from these failures. But it’s disheartening to hear the latest
warning from the UK’s spending watchdog the National Audit Office. It predicts that a third of big government
projects over the next five years are at risk of either not fully delivering or remaining unfinished. By getting program fundamentals right from the outset, it doesn’t have to be this way.
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G4S Security Services
Project type: Provision of security
personnel for the 2012 London
Olympic Games
Problem: A highly publicised series
of mistakes by the security company
resulted in significant reputational and
financial damage
Sector: Private
Date begun: 2012 Date terminated: 2012
Cost: £60 million
Outcome: 3,500 military personnel
called in to plug gaps

7
Boeing

Project type: New aircraft implementation: Dreamliner 787
Problem: The schedule slipped due
to a multitude of technical issues
Sector: Private
Date begun: 2011 Date terminated: 2011
Expected Cost: £2.2 billion
Actual Cost: £12.8 billion
Outcome: Three-year delay in the
aircraft going into service

Legend
Health and wellbeing

Digital and physical security

Online

Transportation
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Part-Time
Programs,
Full-on
Failure

‘It becomes a game of bluff.
Everyone on the program has
a card and they’re all hoping
someone else has a lower card
than their own’

Ask any experienced program director
and they’ll tell you that the success of
any program comes down to the people
involved and how they work in relation to
each other. A perennial cause of program
failure is the wrong people in the wrong
jobs and a fractured chain of command.
Part-time program managers, dotted
lines of authority and meetings that skirt
around the major issues are all signs your
plans are about to become unstuck.
It’s a bit like assigning someone to
build your house based on their ability to
put a flat-pack table together, then going
on holiday to Spain and calling in every
now and then for updates over Skype.
You just wouldn’t do it.
“Programs are too often poorly
envisaged,” says Ian Waters, partner at
Mentor. “Timescales typically assume
that people are 100 per cent focused on
the program and have nothing else to do,
which of course is rare.
“If a brave soul pipes up and questions
whether the plans are realistic, they’re
accused of being a negative influence
and told they need to go away and come
up with some answers. They don’t want
to go through that experience more than
once, so they keep quiet and toe the line.
“Eventually it becomes a game of bluff.
Everyone on the program has a card
and they’re all hoping someone else has
a lower card than their own. Everyone
knows disaster is imminent but they don’t
want to be the one who gets the blame.”
This, clearly, is no way to get a job done,
and yet it happens all the time. Statistics
suggest that the majority of programs fail
and even those eventually completed are
beset by time delays and cost-creep.
Once a poor plan of action is decided,
it is very hard to set it right. Even boards,
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Fig. 5: Primary causes of failed projects

Change in organisation’s priorities
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charged with oversight of company operations, feel powerless
to question the decisions of senior executives. And while organisations often bring in consultants to lend a hand, they rarely
give them the power needed to deliver real change.

Fig. 6: State of project outcomes
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The CEO roundabout
CEOs at top firms have a penchant for moving around. They
want to make a big impact at an organisation before moving
on to the next. This is one reason programs start off on a bad
footing, says David Hilliard, Mentor’s chief executive.
“When we track back to find out how problems occur,
they sometimes start because a CEO – who was under no
pressure whatsoever to make a grand statement – decides
to announce something big and newsworthy that will impress
the shareholders.
“Everyone says ‘wow’, apart from the poor folks who have
to make it happen. It happens a lot in large companies, despite
people making bold promises having no idea how it can be
achieved. If you ask why, they will talk about stretching people
and providing a constant challenge.”
It’s no wonder, given this environment, that so many programs
are ill-conceived. Although Mentor provides consultancy on proper program management at the start of the process, around 80
per cent of our work is as a “fire brigade”, parachuting in to sort
out projects that have fallen off the rails.
The problem with ambition
“Culturally, senior leaders are very ambitious and everyone
wants to meet the aspirations of the business,” explains
Derek McManus, chief operating officer at O2 UK. “Program
teams often struggle to meet expectations because of this.
“It’s natural to have an expectation gap, which is a real danger
for program managers because for them it’s human nature to want
to please the boss and not be the person who always says ‘no’.
Good ones have a lot of guts and feel able to question everything.”

In a properly conceived program, everyone must be clear
on the task involved, the conditions they are dealing with,
the expectations and the reality of what’s possible. People at
the top should be experienced and understand that there will
always be ‘known unknowns’ and ‘unknown unknowns’ that
could cause delays.
There should be a high level of scrutiny from the top and
the people in charge must have clear sight of the day-to-day
operations. Equally, there must be mechanisms for plenty of
testing and feedback – which is delivered in plain English.
In the experience of senior program directors, this is easy
to say but not always simple to follow through.
“You need confident, capable people at different levels,
ideally who have been through similar processes many times,”
says Simon Beresford-Wylie, chief executive of Arqiva. “I
respect experience and old hands because they can spot
instantly where there is weakness in the structure.
“Companies with little experience won’t know what they
don’t know until disaster strikes. Then companies like Mentor
are called in to sort the situation out, by which time the tangle will take a lot of effort to straighten out.”
Beresford-Wylie agrees with McManus that complicated
and opaque jargon is another way programs are derailed. The
process is complex enough without filling your communications with phrases that people barely understand, or that are
open to interpretation.
“Clear reporting allows you to get your head around the
mountains of data that comes in. If there is no common
process or nomenclature then you can get into an endless
process of wheel reinvention, especially in companies that run
a large number of big programs.”
To people not in the know, programs sound straightforward.
It’s only when they are faced with the detail that the carnage
becomes clear. Better, then, to get the right team together at the
start than parachute them in when the system breaks down.

Source: Project Management Institute 2016
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Lessons from the Coalface

‘The people that are any good
will have made big mistakes in
their careers’

Simon Beresford-Wylie has overseen large program rollouts for a host of major companies in his long career in the
technology, media and telecommunications industry. During
that time, he has witnessed some extreme examples of
programs gone wrong.
Probably the worst he has ever had to deal with was in
telecommunications infrastructure. The job was to deploy a
public mobile safety network.
“The program was run by a company management team with
general responsibility rather than specific domain expertise in
telecoms. So it was negotiated and contracted by an organisation
lacking in competence and experience.
“They were just interested in winning the business. The
program came over the fence to the units that had to deliver it
and I think they shrank in horror when they saw how naive the
sales team had been in terms of what they had committed.
“It wasn’t deliverable, but it was a contract with a government
customer that was entirely inflexible and they were responsible
for the letter of the contract. It was effectively an open-ended
commercial risk exposure. “Of course, the relationship with
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Fig. 7: Do you believe your organisation fully understands the value of project management?
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the government soured and the reputation of the company
suffered and it led to a huge amount of effort and attention
at the senior level. It took on a proportion that was totally out
of kilter for the size of the original contract. The pain was so
great; it was the worst I have ever seen.”
Derek McManus, who has a long career in program management and currently oversees around 300 projects a year with
O2, has also witnessed more than the odd dud. He recites one
example of a significant IT transmission program.
“It didn’t have great stakeholder engagement and the
program team were not skilled enough. The team was set
up in a separate building away from the rest of the business
because there wasn’t space for them in the HQ.
“They started to work through the customer statement
of requirements, which was so long that it was essentially
undeliverable. I joined the program after about a year and I
spent six months trying to make it work, then I spent a year
trying to make it stop.
“The senior managers at board level had staked their
reputations on making it happen and they had invested a
huge amount of money in doing so.
“When I first said it wasn’t doable in the timeframe and
to the budget, I was given a little more time and a bit more
money to see if I could turn it around. Then when I said it
couldn’t be done and the best thing was to stop it, I was
given some more time and money.
“Eventually I had to say: ‘look, I have tried everything and
you are spending nearly £200,000 a week on contractors.
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You are just adding to the bad news you’ll have to break to
the business’. Then I had to work out the program’s demise
in a way that would return some tangible benefits.
“So in the end it was two and a half years’ worth of work
and several million pounds invested. It failed because the
stakeholders and governance were not in place at the start
and no program team can ever compensate for this lapse.
The objectives weren’t defined and the program team
couldn’t organise it.
“But the worst bit was that communications just weren’t
taken seriously enough and the message that we were in big
trouble was missed.”
David Hilliard, Mentor’s chief executive, says experience is
everything in program management. Good leaders will have
hit icebergs earlier in their careers, so now know how to steer
around them.
“The people that are any good will have made big mistakes
in their careers. I can remember being under time pressure
with a program over 20 years ago and deciding to skip out a
stage in the development of some software because it meant
we would get to the end faster – boy was that a mistake! It
took months to recover from it.
“I have been personally involved in situations where I wanted to please the board, so I told them what they wanted to
hear. Then I would go back and try to perform a miracle and
try to save things that couldn’t be saved. This was very early
in my career and I remember thinking ‘well, I’m not going to
do that again!’”
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