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“If our value is moving information, the machines have
already won.”

The old programme manager is finished

Let us stop pretending otherwise.

A role built around gathering updates, maintaining plans, chasing actions, formatting
status packs and translating one meeting into the agenda for the next cannot survive the
arrival of AI agents. By mid-2026, the machinery can already summarise workstreams,
detect inconsistencies, draft scenarios, prepare decisions and pursue routine follow-ups
at a speed no programme office can match.

This is not a prediction about eventual capability. It is a judgement about work that
should no longer define the profession.

If our value is moving information, the machines have already won.

The programme manager is not disappearing because programmes have become simple.
The opposite is true. Programmes are becoming more interdependent, more
software-mediated and more exposed to decisions made by systems as well as people.
The administrative version of the role is becoming obsolete precisely when the leadership
version is becoming indispensable.

Our choice is reinvention or irrelevance.

We have confused the artefacts with the work

The accepted orthodoxy says a well-managed programme has an integrated plan, a risk
register, a governance calendar, a benefits map and a disciplined reporting cycle. These
things matter. But possession of the artefacts has never guaranteed command of the
programme.

A plan records an agreed sequence. It does not resolve the conflict between two
executives protecting the same scarce specialists. A dashboard displays variance. It does
not decide whether to protect the launch date, narrow the scope or absorb another
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quarter of cost. A risk register names uncertainty. It does not create the courage to act
before certainty arrives.

For years, weak organisations have used programme managers as human middleware.
When systems do not connect, the programme manager reconciles them. When
accountabilities overlap, the programme manager chases both sides. When governance
avoids a decision, the programme manager rewrites the paper and brings it back.

AI agents expose the absurdity. They can perform much of this coordination faster,
continuously and without fatigue. Automating it is not an attack on the profession. It is an
invitation to stop wasting the profession.

The role we must abandon

We should abandon the programme manager as:

• Collector of status. Information should flow from the work, not through a weekly
ritual of persuasion.

• Guardian of the master plan. The plan is a living model of choices and dependencies,
not a ceremonial source of truth maintained after decisions have moved elsewhere.

• Secretary to governance. A board that receives papers but avoids trade-offs is not
governing, however perfect its minutes.

• Owner of everybody else’s actions. Chasing commitments without authority
disguises broken accountability and exhausts the person doing the chasing.

• Translator between disconnected tools. Reconciliation is a systems problem.
Keeping it human makes dysfunction look employable.

This work will not vanish overnight. Some organisations will preserve it for years under
the language of control. But a role can remain on the organisation chart long after its
economic purpose has gone.

The role we must claim

The reinvented programme manager is not a better administrator. The role becomes the
architect of consequential decisions.

That means five commitments.

1. Design the decision system. Make clear which decisions matter, who owns them,
what evidence they require, when they must be taken and what happens when
authority conflicts.

2. Manage constraints, not activity. Find the dependency, specialist capacity, policy
boundary or unresolved assumption that governs flow. Do not reward busyness
around the constraint.

3. Hold the whole outcome. Vendors, product teams, functions and agents will optimise
their parts. The programme manager must expose where local success creates
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system failure.

4. Orchestrate human and machine work. Delegate retrieval, synthesis, monitoring and
routine coordination to agents within explicit boundaries. Reserve human attention
for judgement, negotiation, exception and accountability.

5. Make truth actionable. A red status is not an achievement. Convert weak signals into
a decision, a changed allocation, a stopped commitment or an explicit acceptance of
consequence.

The distinction is severe. The old role asks, “Have you updated the plan?” The new role
asks, “Which decision is preventing the plan from becoming true?”

A programme can be green and already lost

Consider a composite technology programme with seven workstreams, three suppliers
and a fixed regulatory date. Its weekly pack contains 126 milestones, 48 risks and 19 pages
of commentary. An agent can now assemble that pack before the programme office
begins work on Monday.

The pack remains green for six weeks.

Beneath it, two critical data specialists are allocated at 140 per cent across parallel
workstreams. One supplier’s test evidence depends on an interface owned by another.
The executive decision to sequence the releases has been deferred three times because
every option disappoints a sponsor.

The traditional programme manager improves the report and escalates the same issue
again. The reinvented programme manager suspends the fiction of parallel delivery,
constructs three executable sequencing choices, quantifies the cost and regulatory
exposure of each, and requires the accountable executives to choose by Wednesday. The
agent maintains the dependency model and traces the resulting changes. The human
designs and forces the decision.

That is not less management. It is management returned to its purpose.

The serious objection

There is a respectable defence of the traditional role. Programmes still need discipline.
Data generated from delivery systems is incomplete, agents can misread context and
senior leaders do not want every operational disagreement escalated to them. Remove
the programme manager’s coordinating work too quickly and the result may be noise,
fragmented automation and less control.

This is true. Reinvention does not mean surrendering the basics or granting agents
unbounded authority. It means refusing to make those basics the summit of the
profession.

Plans, controls and records should become increasingly machine-supported, observable
and continuous. Humans must remain accountable for their design, their exceptions and
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their consequences. The programme manager’s discipline moves up a level: from
maintaining each artefact to ensuring the management system produces reliable
decisions.

The risk of premature automation is real. The risk of defending low-value work until the
profession becomes a thin approval layer is greater.

Our new professional contract

We should judge programme managers differently.

Not by the elegance of the pack, but by the latency and quality of decisions.

Not by the number of actions closed, but by whether ownership became clearer.

Not by adherence to a plan whose assumptions have expired, but by how early the
programme confronted reality.

Not by personal command of every detail, but by the design of a system in which the right
detail reaches the right judge at the right time.

Not by how much coordination they perform, but by how much needless coordination
they remove.

The programme manager of the agentic era must own the conditions for good decisions,
not the clerical movement of work.

This reinvention demands courage from practitioners. Some of our visible output will
disappear. The status pack that proved we were busy may become automatic. The
meeting we chaired may no longer be necessary. Expertise that once looked like control
of the process must become judgement about the system.

It also demands courage from organisations. They must grant programme managers the
authority to challenge sequencing, expose false commitments and force trade-offs. They
cannot ask for strategic orchestration while rewarding administrative obedience.

Choose reinvention

The programme manager is obsolete if the role remains a human integration layer around
weak systems and indecisive governance.

The programme manager is essential if the role becomes the designer of decision flow,
the steward of cross-system outcomes and the orchestrator of accountable
human-machine delivery.

We should not defend the old job description. We should retire it ourselves.
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Let agents carry the information. Let systems maintain the routine. Let specialists own
their commitments. Then let programme managers do the work that no status pack ever
accomplished: confront the truth, shape the choice and move the whole programme
through consequence.

The profession is not being taken from us. It is being stripped back to the part that was
always worth keeping.


