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The experienced programme director who moves from a large retail or commercial bank
into a private bank arrives carrying a playbook that has been validated across a career of
delivery. Within weeks, that playbook begins to misfire. The stage gates feel heavy for the
size of the thing being changed. The steering committee behaves in ways the governance
model did not anticipate. The change plan lands flat. The instinctive response is to push
harder on the method — more rigour, more reporting, more control. That instinct is the
single most reliable predictor of a failed private-bank programme.

The argument of this paper is straightforward: programme delivery in a private bank is
not a smaller version of programme delivery in a large institution. It is a different
discipline that happens to share a vocabulary. The two look alike on a plan and behave
nothing alike in a room. Five dimensions separate them — who the stakeholders are and
what they personally own; the scale at which the work operates and the visibility that
scale forces; where risk and liability actually sit; what clients expect and over what
horizon; and how the institution defines success. On every one of these, the
large-institution default is not merely unhelpful. It is actively misleading.

A transformation that lands on time and on budget but erodes the trust the institution
runs on has not delivered. It has done damage with excellent governance.

This is not an argument for lowering the bar on programme discipline. The discipline
matters more in a small firm, not less, because there is less organisational mass to absorb
a mistake. It is an argument for re-founding that discipline on the operating reality of the
firm you are actually in, rather than importing the reality of the firm you last left. The
sections that follow set out the five dimensions, work three common delivery challenges
through both worlds to show how differently they play out, and close with an adapted
playbook built for the private-bank context.
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A delivery method is never just a set of steps. It is a set of steps plus a large body of
unstated assumptions about the environment those steps run in — how decisions get
made, how much slack the organisation has, what failure costs, who is watching, and what
the institution is ultimately trying to protect. In a large bank those assumptions are so
consistently true that they become invisible. The method appears to be self-contained. It
is not; it is load-bearing on its context.

Move the same method into a private bank and the context changes underneath it while
the steps stay the same. The steps then start doing the wrong thing with great precision.
A stage-gate governance model designed to impose discipline on a programme that a
distant board can only see through reporting becomes theatre in a firm where the
decision-makers are in the building and already know. A stakeholder-management plan
built to manage a shifting cast of institutional sponsors becomes an insult in a firm where
the sponsor is the owner and has been for thirty years. The method is not broken. It is
answering questions this firm is not asking.

The pattern that recurs across private-bank programmes is that the imported method
fails not at the level of individual practices but at the level of assumption. The practitioner
who diagnoses it as a rigour problem and responds with more method makes it worse.
The practitioner who recognises it as a context problem and re-examines the
assumptions can keep almost all of the underlying discipline — and apply it to the
questions that actually matter here.

In a large bank, the people who sponsor and govern a programme are agents. They are
stewards of other people's capital, accountable upward to a board and outward to
institutional shareholders who are diversified, patient in some ways and impatient in
others, and structurally removed from the day-to-day. The whole apparatus of
programme governance — the steering committee, the stage gate, the business case
signed in blood — exists in large part to give those distant principals confidence that their
agents are in control.

In a private or partnership bank, the sponsor is frequently a principal. They own the firm,
or a meaningful share of it, or they represent a family that does. Their horizon is not the
next reporting cycle; it is the institution their name is attached to and, often, the one they
intend to hand on. This changes the texture of every governance interaction. The
business case that persuades an institutional board — net present value, payback period,
benefit realisation curve — is necessary but rarely sufficient. The owner is also asking a
question the large-bank template never surfaces: does this change fit the kind of firm we
are, and the kind we intend to remain? A programme director who cannot answer that
question in the owner's own terms will find that a flawless financial case does not move
the decision.
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A large bank has organisational mass. A programme can run for months slightly
off-course before the deviation becomes visible, and there is enough redundancy in the
system to absorb individual failures. Anonymity is available; a difficult conversation can be
had at arm's length, a struggling workstream can be quietly reinforced, a personnel
problem can be moved sideways.

None of that is true in a firm of a few hundred people, or a few dozen in the relevant
division. Everyone is visible. The people affected by the change know the people
delivering it, often personally and often for years. There is no anonymous middle distance
in which to conduct a programme. This has two consequences the imported playbook
does not price in. First, informal communication moves faster and carries more weight
than any formal channel — the programme's real reputation is set in corridors and over
lunch, not in the steering pack. Second, there is nowhere to hide a mistake, which means
the tolerance for visible missteps is lower and the cost of losing personal credibility is
higher. In a large bank you can recover a programme's standing with a good quarter. In a
small firm, a single badly handled episode can follow you for the duration.

The deepest difference is where the consequences of failure land. In a public limited
company, the corporate form is a shield. Decisions are made by executives spending
shareholders' capital, and the downside of a poor decision is borne diffusely — by the
share price, by the institution, by no one in particular. This is not cynicism; it is the design
of the limited-liability company, and it produces a characteristic risk appetite that is,
within regulatory limits, comfortable with calculated bets because the corporate body
absorbs the loss.

In a partnership or owner-operated bank, that shield is thinner or, in the case of
unlimited-liability partnerships, absent altogether. When the people governing the
programme are personally exposed to its consequences, the entire decision-making
culture shifts toward conservatism, deliberation, and reversibility. This is the point most
often misread by an incoming programme director as an obstacle. It is not obstruction; it
is a different and internally coherent relationship to risk. A programme designed around
the assumption that the sponsor will take a bold, irreversible bet to capture a benefit will
stall repeatedly. A programme designed to give personally-exposed decision-makers
optionality, staged commitment, and genuine off-ramps will move — because it is asking
them to risk in the way their position allows them to risk.

The client of a large retail bank is, structurally, a segment. Service is delivered at scale
through standardised products, and the economics depend on that standardisation. The
client of a private bank is, structurally, an individual — often a family, often across
generations, always with the expectation of discretion and a relationship that is bespoke
rather than templated. Discretion here is not a compliance obligation bolted to the side of
the service. It is the service.

This reaches into programme delivery in ways that are easy to underestimate. A change
that improves efficiency by standardising an interaction — entirely sensible in a retail
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context — can destroy value in a private bank by stripping out exactly the bespoke,
discreet, relationship-carried quality the client is paying for. The programme director
must be able to tell the difference between standardisation that removes cost the client
never valued and standardisation that removes the thing the client is actually buying. The
large-bank instinct treats all standardisation as progress. In a private bank, some of it is
quiet self-harm.

3.5 Success metrics: relationship longevity over transaction volume

Finally, the two worlds keep score differently. A large institution is oriented, at the
operational level, toward volume, throughput, unit cost, and cross-sell — metrics that
reward transactions. A private bank is oriented toward the longevity and depth of
relationships that may span decades and generations, where a single retained
multi-generational relationship can outweigh a great deal of transactional churn. A
programme optimised against transaction-era metrics can show a positive result on its
own scorecard while quietly damaging the relationships that constitute the firm's actual
value. The benefits case must therefore be written in the currency the firm truly banks in
— retention, depth, trust, referral, continuity — and not merely in the currency that is
easiest to count.

Large retail / commercial bank Private [ partnership bank
Stakeh  Institutional shareholders; sponsors Owner-operators and families; sponsors are
olders  are agents principals
Scale Organisational mass; anonymity Everyone visible; reputation set informally
available
Risk Corporate shield; diffuse downside Personal or unlimited liability; conservative,
reversible
Client Segment; standardised products Individual and family; bespoke and discreet
Succes  Volume, unit cost, cross-sell Relationship longevity, depth, trust, continuity
S

4. Three Scenarios: The Same Challenge, Two Different Programmes

The abstraction becomes concrete when the same delivery challenge is worked through
both worlds. Three common ones illustrate the pattern.

4.1 Scenario one: replacing the client-facing system

The challenge is identical on paper: an ageing client system must be replaced. In a large
retail bank, the programme is a scale exercise. Success is measured in migration
throughput, defect rates at volume, and the smoothness of a mass cutover; the client is a
data record to be moved with minimal breakage, and the dominant risk is operational
disruption across millions of interactions. The right method is industrial — rigorous data
migration, exhaustive volume testing, a heavily rehearsed cutover.
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In a private bank, the same replacement is a relationship exercise wearing a technology
costume. The number of clients may be small enough to count, but each relationship
carries decades of context — preferences, history, family structure, the accumulated
understanding a relationship manager holds. The dominant risk is not throughput; it is
the loss or corruption of that context, and the message a clumsy migration sends to a
client who expects to be known. Here the industrial method over-engineers the volume
problem the firm does not have and under-engineers the continuity problem it does. The
right approach treats the migration of relationship context, and the relationship
manager's confidence in it, as the primary deliverable, with the technical cutover as the
supporting act.

A remediation programme lands. In a large institution, remediation is run as a controlled,
evidenced, defensible exercise at scale: the objective is to demonstrate to the regulator
that a systemic issue has been comprehensively addressed across a large population, and
the method is built around coverage, evidence, and auditability. The programme can be
somewhat mechanical because the population is large and the regulator's concern is
systemic.

In a small firm operating under proportionate supervision, the same remediation is
smaller in volume but heavier in visibility and personal weight. The population is modest,
but the people accountable are close to the regulator, personally identified, and
personally exposed. The programme cannot be mechanical because every judgement call
is attributable to a named individual whose standing is on the line. The method must shift
from industrial coverage toward deliberate, well-documented judgement — fewer cases,
but each handled with a care and a paper trail that reflects the fact that a person, not a
corporate body, will answer for it.

Cost reduction is where the imported playbook does the most damage. In a large bank,
taking out cost by standardising and consolidating is often unambiguously good: it
removes duplication the customer never valued and rarely notices. The programme
optimises unit cost and reports the saving.

In a private bank, the same standardisation can cut into the bespoke, discreet,
relationship-carried service that is the product. A cost programme that hits its savings
target by removing the very interactions clients are paying for will show a triumphant
scorecard and a deteriorating book. The pattern is insidious precisely because the
programme succeeds on its own terms while the firm loses on the terms that matter. The
adapted approach requires every cost line proposed for removal to be tested against a
single question: is this cost the client is indifferent to, or cost that is quietly buying their
loyalty? The two look identical in a spreadsheet and could not be more different in effect.
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The conclusion is not to discard programme discipline but to re-point it. The following
principles carry the discipline across intact while replacing the imported assumptions.

1.

Govern for principals, not agents. Build the business case in the owner's currency as
well as the financial one. Answer explicitly whether the change fits the kind of firm
this is and intends to remain. A case that is financially sound but silent on identity
will not carry an owner-operated decision.

Design for reversibility. Assume personally-exposed decision-makers will commit in
stages and want genuine off-ramps. Replace the single bold irreversible bet with
staged commitment, real optionality, and decision points that let a cautious principal
advance on their own terms.

Manage reputation as a deliverable. In a firm where everyone is visible and the
informal channel outweighs the formal one, treat the programme's standing in the
corridors as a tracked outcome, not a by-product. Credibility spent carelessly does
not come back.

Protect the bespoke. Before removing or standardising any interaction, establish
whether it is cost the client is indifferent to or cost that is buying their loyalty.
Standardise the former without hesitation; touch the latter only with evidence and
care.

Measure in the firm's real currency. Write the benefits case in retention, depth, trust,
and continuity, not only in volume and unit cost. A programme that improves the
countable metrics while damaging the relational ones has failed, whatever the
scorecard says.

Let scale set the weight of method, not the presence of it. Keep the discipline;
right-size the apparatus. Heavy stage-gate theatre in a firm where the
decision-makers already know everything the pack contains erodes credibility.
Light-touch informality where personal liability is engaged is reckless. Match the
weight to the firm.

The deepest error an incoming programme leader can make in a private bank is to assume
that delivery is a portable, context-free craft — that a method proven at scale is simply a
good method, transferable anywhere. It is not. Every method is an argument about the
environment it was built for, and the private bank is a different environment in the ways
that matter most: who owns the risk, who is watching, what the client is buying, and what
the firm is trying to protect across a horizon measured in generations rather than
quarters. The practitioner who understands this keeps almost everything they know
about disciplined delivery, and simply stops applying it to the wrong questions. The one
who does not will run an immaculately governed programme straight into the values of
the institution — and discover, too late, that on-time and on-budget were never the point.



