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“The most dangerous PMO technology does not produce false data.
It produces unjustified confidence in incomplete data.”

The demonstration was flawless

The new programme-management system produced its first executive dashboard this
month. Twelve workstreams appeared on one screen. Milestones could be filtered by
owner, risks sorted by exposure and costs traced from project to programme. After
months of spreadsheets, emailed plans and incompatible reporting packs, the relief in the
room was understandable.

Then the programme director asked why the implementation date had moved.

The dashboard showed the movement. It could not explain that three project managers
had entered different assumptions about the same testing team, that a supplier date had
been accepted without challenge, or that the apparent recovery depended on overtime
nobody had authorised.

The system had integrated the records. It had not integrated the programme.

This distinction matters now because programme offices are investing heavily in
enterprise planning tools, web-based collaboration, automated dashboards and central
document repositories. The promise is attractive: one version of the truth, faster
reporting, stronger control. Yet in too many PMOs, the tool is no longer serving the
operating model. The operating model is being rearranged to serve the tool.

Configuration is being mistaken for governance

A typical implementation begins with sensible questions about reporting, planning and
access. It soon becomes dominated by other questions:

• Which fields must be mandatory?

• How should the workflow route approvals?

• Which colour thresholds should the dashboard apply?

• How many schedule levels should every project maintain?

• Who has permission to change each record?

These are legitimate design choices. But they create the appearance of governance
because they are visible and configurable. The harder questions remain outside the
system:

• Who owns the decision when projects disagree?
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• Which assumption is important enough to challenge?

• What evidence makes a forecast credible?

• When should a local variance become a programme intervention?

• Which information is useful enough to justify collecting?

A workflow can route a change request. It cannot decide whether the change transfers
harm to another workstream. A central risk register can enforce complete fields. It cannot
make an owner fund the response. A dashboard can colour a late milestone red. It cannot
explain whether the date was ever credible.

Technology is good at enforcing declared rules. Programme management depends on
judgement precisely where the rules are incomplete.

The cost is not only financial

Consider a composite programme that spends £3.2 million installing a common planning
and reporting platform for roughly 600 users. The PMO defines 41 mandatory fields, a
five-level schedule structure and weekly updates for every active work package. Within six
months, the database contains more than 14,000 activities.

Reporting is faster. Confidence is not.

Project teams employ two additional coordinators to maintain the records. The central
PMO spends three days each week correcting coding and chasing updates.
Shared-resource conflicts remain in local spreadsheets because the common structure
cannot represent the way specialists are actually committed. Senior managers receive
cleaner charts but still ask for separate briefing notes before making decisions.

The platform has reduced the labour of assembling reports while increasing the labour of
feeding them. More seriously, it has made weak information look authoritative.

When poor assumptions sit in a personal spreadsheet, everyone knows they require
interpretation. When the same assumptions appear on an executive dashboard, they
acquire the authority of infrastructure.

The most dangerous PMO technology does not produce false data. It produces unjustified
confidence in incomplete data.

The strongest case for integration

The defenders of enterprise tools are right about the underlying problem. Programmes
cannot be controlled through dozens of disconnected plans, private action logs and
emailed versions of board papers. Common definitions matter. Traceability matters.
Senior leaders need timely information, and manual consolidation consumes skilled people
who should be analysing rather than re-keying.

The answer is not to retreat to spreadsheets.

The answer is to stop treating installation as transformation. A tool creates value only
when three conditions already exist:
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• Clear accountability: project managers own their information, decision owners own
choices and the PMO owns the integrity of the process.

• A useful information model: every required field has a user, a decision purpose and an
understood standard.

• Management behaviour: leaders use the common evidence, reject shadow versions
and act when thresholds are crossed.

Without those conditions, automation accelerates ambiguity.

The right sequence is decision, process, information and then technology; reversing it
produces an expensive definition of the wrong work.

What leaders should ask before the next purchase

The current wave of PMO technology will continue because the need is real. Programmes
are larger, supplier networks more complex and the volume of information beyond the
reach of clerical consolidation. But leaders should judge tools by management outcomes,
not by the sophistication of their demonstrations.

Ask four questions:

1. Which decision will become faster or better?

2. Which manual work will genuinely stop?

3. Which assumptions will become more visible and challengeable?

4. What management discipline must exist before the system can help?

If the answer is merely that reporting will be centralised, the business case is incomplete.
Centralising weak reporting gives the organisation one place to find the same weakness.

The PMO should also preserve room for narrative. Numbers and colours need an
accompanying account of what changed, why it matters and who must decide. The desire
for structured data can make unstructured judgement appear untidy, but programmes are
not databases. They are temporary organisations negotiating uncertainty, authority and
consequence.

Put the tool back in its place

A useful programme system should do three things well: reduce repetitive administration,
preserve traceable evidence and make important exceptions harder to hide. It should not
determine the governance model, replace challenge or become the measure of PMO
maturity.

The test is simple. After implementation, does the office spend less time feeding reports
and more time examining dependencies, forecasts and decisions? Do project managers
own better information, or have coordinators become data-entry intermediaries? Does
the board act sooner, or merely admire a more current picture of delay?

If behaviour has not changed, the technology has not transformed the PMO. It has only
given the old habits a new interface.



PROGRAMME BOOK SERIES · No. 41 The PMO Tool Has Become the Programme — and Management Is Mistaking In…

© WhereBeyond, 2024–2025 Giovanni Leonardi 5

This matters now because each successful demonstration encourages the next
organisation to begin with the software. The visible product is seductive; the invisible
work of clarifying authority and information purpose is not. Yet that invisible work
determines whether the investment becomes an instrument of control or a monument to
tooling obsession.

Buy the technology when it serves a known management need. Configure it around the
decisions the programme must make. Then judge it by the work and delay it removes.

Anything else makes the tool the point — and the programme the excuse.


