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“Stakeholder management assumes a degree of
control that does not exist.”

The Language Trap

Programme management has a stakeholder problem, and it starts with the word
management. The term itself implies control — the ability to direct, organise, and
administer the people upon whom a programme's success depends. In my experience,
this framing is not merely imprecise. It is actively misleading, and it shapes behaviours
that undermine the very outcomes programmes are designed to deliver.

The distinction I want to draw is between stakeholder management — the discipline of
identifying, categorising, communicating with, and tracking stakeholders — and
stakeholder leadership, which is something fundamentally different: the practice of
building the coalitions, navigating the politics, and exercising the influence that actually
determines whether a programme delivers its intended benefits.

What the Training Teaches

Most programme management methodologies treat stakeholder engagement as a
communication planning exercise. Identify your stakeholders. Map them on a
power-interest grid. Develop a communication plan. Execute. Report. The artefacts are
familiar: the stakeholder register, the RACI matrix, the communication schedule. These
are necessary hygiene, but they are not sufficient — and the gap between hygiene and
effectiveness is where programmes quietly fail.

The pattern I have observed across complex programmes is remarkably consistent. The
programme team diligently maintains its stakeholder register. Communications go out on
schedule. Governance meetings are held. And yet the programme stalls — not because of
technical failure, not because of resource constraints, but because a senior leader whose
support was assumed has quietly withdrawn it, or because a business unit whose
cooperation was essential has found reasons to delay, or because the political landscape
has shifted in ways the power-interest grid never captured.
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The Authority Gap

The core of the problem is this: the stakeholders who most determine programme
outcomes are almost always people over whom the programme manager has no formal
authority. They are senior leaders with competing priorities. They are business unit heads
whose cooperation is voluntary. They are influential voices in the organisation who shape
opinion without appearing on any formal governance structure.

Stakeholder management assumes a degree of control that does not exist. It is built on
the premise that if you identify the right people, communicate the right messages, and
track their engagement, you can manage the relationship to a productive outcome. But
the relationship between a programme and its critical stakeholders is not one of
management. It is one of influence, negotiation, and — at its most effective — genuine
leadership.

What Leadership Looks Like in Practice

Stakeholder leadership operates on a different set of principles entirely:

• It reads the political landscape continuously, not as a one-time mapping exercise.
The dynamics that matter — who is gaining influence, whose priorities are shifting,
where new resistance is forming — change faster than any quarterly stakeholder
review can capture.

• It builds coalitions before they are needed. The programme manager who waits until
a decision point to secure support has already lost. Effective stakeholder leadership
means investing in relationships and building alignment long before the critical
moment arrives.

• It treats resistance as information, not as a problem to be managed. When a senior
stakeholder pushes back, the instinct of stakeholder management is to develop a
mitigation strategy. The instinct of stakeholder leadership is to ask what the
resistance is telling you about the programme's assumptions, its pace, or its political
viability.

• It accepts that some stakeholder relationships cannot be managed — only navigated.
There are individuals in every organisation whose behaviour is driven by agendas the
programme cannot address. Stakeholder leadership means recognising these
dynamics for what they are and adjusting strategy accordingly, rather than
pretending that better communication will resolve a fundamentally political conflict.

The Consequence of the Confusion

When organisations treat stakeholder leadership as stakeholder management, the
consequences are predictable. Programme managers — often highly capable professionals
— are given responsibility for stakeholder outcomes without the positional authority, the
political skills, or the organisational mandate to achieve them. They are set up to execute
a communication plan when what is needed is a campaign of influence.
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The result is programmes that are technically sound but politically fragile. They deliver
outputs but not outcomes. They complete milestones but fail to shift the organisational
behaviours that benefits realisation depends upon.

The Shift Required

The shift from stakeholder management to stakeholder leadership is not primarily a skills
issue, though skills matter. It is a recognition that programme success is as much a
political achievement as a technical one, and that the people who lead programmes need
to be equipped — in mandate, in access, and in organisational standing — to exercise
genuine influence over the people who hold the programme's fate in their hands.

This is not a comfortable message for an industry that has built its professional
frameworks around process, methodology, and the comforting fiction that complex
human dynamics can be captured in a matrix. But the pattern is too consistent to ignore:
the programmes that deliver lasting change are led by people who understood that their
most important work was not managing stakeholders, but leading them.


