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“The stakeholder who agrees with everything in the room and
undermines everything outside it is not playing politics — they are

protecting something the programme has failed to address.”

1. The Problem Nobody Names

Every programme leader has encountered open resistance. A business unit head who
declares the programme unnecessary. A technical architect who insists the proposed
solution cannot work. A finance director who questions the business case in public. These
stakeholders are difficult, but they are manageable — because their opposition is visible,
their objections can be engaged, and their concerns, however awkward, are at least on the
table.

The far more dangerous pattern is the one that presents as agreement. The senior
stakeholder who nods through every steering committee, who voices enthusiastic support
in every meeting, who never raises an objection — and who quietly ensures that nothing
changes. Resources are promised but never materialised. Decisions are endorsed but
never acted upon. Dependencies are acknowledged but never resolved. The programme
moves forward on paper while standing still in practice.

In my experience, this pattern — what I have come to think of as passive-aggressive
stakeholder behaviour — accounts for more programme failure than outright opposition. It
is harder to diagnose, harder to address, and far harder to surface in the governance
mechanisms most organisations rely on.

2. Why This Pattern Persists

The instinct is to treat passive-aggressive behaviour as a character flaw — to assume the
stakeholder is simply dishonest or manipulative. That reading is almost always wrong, and
it leads to interventions that make the problem worse.

The pattern persists because it is rational. In most large organisations, open opposition to
a programme that has executive sponsorship carries significant career risk. The
stakeholder who stands up in a steering committee and declares that the programme
threatens their operating model, or that the proposed changes will damage their team's
effectiveness, is exposing themselves. They are inviting a conversation about their
willingness to support the organisation's strategic direction. They are, in the language
most senior leaders instinctively use, "not being a team player."

Passive agreement is the rational alternative. It signals alignment without requiring actual
change. It preserves relationships without creating conflict. And it buys time — time for
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priorities to shift, for sponsors to move on, for the programme itself to lose momentum.
The stakeholder who has seen three previous change initiatives arrive with fanfare and
depart without trace has learned that patience is a more reliable strategy than
confrontation.

This is not cynicism. It is institutional memory operating exactly as one would expect.

3. The Three Variants

The pattern I have observed recurs in three distinct forms, each requiring a different
response.

The Protector is defending something real — a team, a capability, a set of relationships
that the programme genuinely threatens. Their resistance is not to change itself but to the
specific change being proposed, and their passive approach reflects a calculation that
direct challenge will be dismissed. The Protector's concerns are usually legitimate, and the
programme that fails to hear them is storing up problems that will surface during
implementation.

The Preserver is defending the status quo because it serves their interests — their
authority, their budget, their position in the organisational hierarchy. Their resistance is
structural rather than personal: the programme's success would genuinely diminish their
power, and no amount of stakeholder engagement will change that calculation. The
Preserver is the most difficult variant because their interests and the programme's
objectives are in genuine conflict.

The Sceptic has no particular stake to protect but has seen enough failed programmes to
doubt this one. Their passive agreement is a form of emotional withdrawal — they have
stopped investing energy in initiatives they expect to fail. The Sceptic is often the most
experienced person in the room, and their disengagement is a signal the programme
leader ignores at their peril.

4. What the Textbooks Get Wrong

Conventional stakeholder management treats this problem as a communication challenge.
The prescribed response is more engagement: more one-to-one meetings, more
workshops, more opportunities for stakeholders to voice their concerns. The assumption
is that resistance reflects insufficient understanding, and that understanding can be built
through dialogue.

This prescription fails because it misdiagnoses the problem. The passive-aggressive
stakeholder does not lack understanding — they understand the programme's implications
perfectly well. More communication does not address the underlying dynamic; it simply
provides more opportunities for the stakeholder to perform agreement while continuing
to withhold genuine commitment.

The stakeholder mapping tools that most programmes rely on are equally unhelpful. A
stakeholder who attends every meeting, agrees with every decision, and expresses public
support will be mapped as an ally. The map will show green where the reality is red. And
because the programme leader is reporting upward through the same governance
structure, the sponsor will see a dashboard that confirms broad stakeholder alignment —
right up to the point where implementation stalls and nobody can explain why.
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5. What Actually Works

The first and most important step is recognition — accepting that the pattern exists, that it
is common, and that it is not a failure of stakeholder engagement but a predictable
response to organisational dynamics. Programme leaders who treat every instance of
passive resistance as a personal slight, or as evidence that they need to "try harder" with
their communication, will exhaust themselves without solving the problem.

The second step is diagnosis. Which variant is this? A Protector can be engaged by
acknowledging what they are protecting and finding ways to preserve it — or at least to
have an honest conversation about the trade-offs. A Sceptic can sometimes be converted
by demonstrating early, tangible results that distinguish this programme from its failed
predecessors. A Preserver requires a structural response — changing the decision-making
framework, the governance arrangements, or the programme's scope in ways that
neutralise the conflict of interest.

The most effective intervention is not to confront the behaviour but to change the
conditions that make it rational. When agreement is cheap and opposition is expensive,
rational actors will choose agreement. The programme leader's task is to make genuine
engagement the path of least resistance.

The third step — and the one most programme leaders find hardest — is to create
consequences for passive agreement. Not punitive consequences, but structural ones.
Commitments made in steering committees need to be tracked against delivery. Resource
promises need to be converted into named individuals with allocated time. Dependencies
need owners, deadlines, and escalation paths that make non-delivery visible.

This is not bureaucracy for its own sake. It is the deliberate creation of transparency in a
system that rewards opacity. The passive-aggressive stakeholder thrives in environments
where commitment is verbal and accountability is diffuse. Making commitment concrete
and accountability specific does not eliminate the behaviour, but it makes it considerably
harder to sustain.

6. The Governance Blind Spot

Most programme governance is designed to surface problems that people want to talk
about — budget overruns, timeline slippage, technical risks. It is remarkably poor at
surfacing problems that people want to hide. The passive-aggressive stakeholder exploits
this blind spot expertly.

Governance that measures only compliance — attendance, sign-off, reported status — will
never catch resistance that expresses itself as compliance. The steering committee that
celebrates full attendance and unanimous decisions should be asking itself what it is not
hearing.

The pattern I have observed in programmes that successfully navigate this challenge is
one where the programme leader maintains a private, honest assessment of stakeholder
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commitment that runs alongside the formal governance reporting. This is not a shadow
governance structure — it is simply an acknowledgement that the formal structure,
designed for transparency and accountability, is not equipped to capture the informal
dynamics that often determine success or failure.

7. The Uncomfortable Truth

The hardest lesson in all of this is that the passive-aggressive stakeholder is often
responding to a real problem. The programme that encounters widespread covert
resistance should consider the possibility that the resistance is telling it something
important — about the feasibility of its approach, the adequacy of its engagement, or the
accuracy of its assumptions about organisational readiness.

The stakeholder who agrees with everything in the room and undermines everything
outside it is not playing politics — they are protecting something the programme has failed
to address. The programme leader who sees only the behaviour, and not the signal it
carries, will fight the symptom while the cause continues to operate.

This is not a comfortable perspective, and it does not excuse the behaviour. But the
practitioner who has lived through enough programmes to recognise the pattern has also
lived through enough to know that the most productive response is rarely the most
satisfying one. The passive-aggressive stakeholder is a mirror, and what it reflects is not
always flattering.


