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The programme management profession is confronting a question it has spent decades
avoiding: what, precisely, is a programme manager for? The question has been easy to
defer while the answer was self-evident — someone must track the dependencies,
maintain the plan, produce the status report, chase the actions, convene the governance.
But Al agents are now performing these functions with a speed and consistency that no
human can match, and the profession's longstanding reliance on mechanical competence
as its primary value proposition is being exposed as dangerously thin.

This essay argues that the programme manager's role is not obsolete, but that the version
of the role most organisations have built — the administrator of delivery, the keeper of
the plan — almost certainly is. What remains, and what may prove more valuable than
ever, is the dimension of the role that the profession has always undervalued: the exercise
of judgement in conditions of ambiguity, the navigation of organisational politics, and the
capacity to hold a coherent narrative across a complex system of interdependent change.

To understand what is at risk, it helps to be honest about what most programme
managers actually spend their time doing.

The idealised version of the role — the one described in professional body frameworks
and certification syllabi — emphasises strategic alignment, benefits realisation,
stakeholder engagement, and the orchestration of complex change. These are important
capabilities. They are also, in my experience, a minority of how programme managers
spend their working hours.

The reality is more prosaic. A typical programme manager's week is dominated by plan
maintenance, status reporting, risk register updates, action tracking, meeting facilitation,
and the production of governance packs. These are necessary activities, but they are
fundamentally mechanical. They require diligence, attention to detail, and organisational
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knowledge, but they do not require judgement in any meaningful sense. They are
processing tasks dressed in the language of management.

This is not a criticism of programme managers. It is a criticism of how organisations have
defined the role. Over two decades of professionalisation, the programme management
function has been progressively codified into a set of processes, templates, and reporting
cadences. The intention was to make the discipline repeatable and scalable. The effect
was to reduce much of it to administration.

Al agents excel at administration.

The capabilities that are emerging in 2025 and 2026 are not theoretical. Organisations are
already deploying Al agents that perform functions previously assigned to programme
managers:

- Dependency tracking and critical path analysis — agents that monitor task
completion across multiple workstreams and recalculate the critical path in real
time, flagging conflicts before they become blockers.

- Status aggregation and reporting — agents that pull data from project management
tools, communication channels, and delivery systems to produce status reports that
are more current and more accurate than anything a human could compile manually.

« Risk identification — agents that scan delivery data for patterns that correlate with
historical risk events, surfacing emerging risks that a human reviewer might miss or
identify too late.

« Action tracking — agents that monitor commitments made in meetings, track their
completion, and escalate overdue items without human intervention.

+ Scheduling and resource optimisation — agents that model resource constraints
across portfolios and recommend allocation adjustments based on priority, capacity,
and delivery velocity.

None of these capabilities are perfect. All of them are improving rapidly. And collectively,
they represent the automation of perhaps sixty to seventy percent of what many
programme managers do day to day.

The profession's initial response has been predictable: a mix of denial ("Al cannot replace
the human element"), deflection ("we do much more than administration"), and anxiety.
The denial is understandable but wrong. The deflection contains a truth that the
profession has not yet articulated clearly enough to be convincing. The anxiety is rational.

If the mechanical functions of programme management are being absorbed by Al, what
remains? The answer is both reassuring and challenging: what remains is everything the
profession has always claimed to value but has struggled to codify, measure, or even
describe with precision.
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The most consequential decisions in a complex programme are not data-driven. They are
judgement calls made in conditions where the data is incomplete, contradictory, or
misleading. Should we escalate this risk to the board, or manage it within the
programme? Is this stakeholder's resistance a legitimate concern or a political
manoeuvre? Has this workstream genuinely recovered, or is the team reporting
optimistically to avoid scrutiny?

These questions cannot be answered by processing data. They require a practitioner who
understands the organisational context, has calibrated their judgement through years of
pattern recognition, and can weigh factors that do not appear in any status report. An Al
agent can surface the data that informs these judgements. It cannot make them — and an
organisation that delegates them to an algorithm is taking a risk it probably does not
understand.

Every complex programme operates within a political landscape that is never
documented and rarely discussed openly. Sponsors have competing priorities.
Stakeholders have private agendas. Delivery teams have loyalties that do not align with
the organisational chart. The programme manager who can read these dynamics,
anticipate where they will create friction, and navigate them without leaving casualties is
performing a function that has no equivalent in any Al system.

The programme manager's most valuable skill has always been the one that never
appears in a competency framework: the ability to see what is not being said and act on it
before it becomes a crisis.

This capability is not just difficult to automate — it is difficult to describe in terms that
would allow automation. It operates on signals that are social, emotional, and contextual:
the tone of an email, the composition of a meeting invitation list, the things a sponsor
asks about and the things they conspicuously avoid. These are the raw materials of
political navigation, and they resist algorithmic processing precisely because their
meaning is inseparable from their context.

A complex programme is, among other things, a story that an organisation tells itself
about the future it is building. The programme manager is often the only person who
holds the complete narrative — not just the plan, but the logic that connects the plan to
the strategy, the strategy to the organisational need, and the organisational need to the
lived experience of the people affected by the change.

When a programme loses narrative coherence — when the workstreams are progressing
but no one can explain how they add up to the intended outcome — it is usually a sign
that this function has been neglected. Al agents can track the parts. They cannot hold the
story. And without someone who holds the story, a programme is just a collection of
projects with a shared governance structure.



The Programme Manager's Obsolescence — Or Reinvention

Programmes exist to change something — a process, a capability, an operating model, a
culture. Change happens through people, and the programme manager is frequently the
person who translates between the abstract language of strategy and the concrete reality
of operational impact. They sit in the room when a delivery team explains why something
cannot be done the way it was specified. They sit in the next room when the sponsor
explains why the original specification was non-negotiable. The ability to bridge these
conversations — to find a path that honours the intent without breaking the delivery — is
a deeply human function.

If the irreplaceable value of programme management lies in judgement, political
navigation, narrative coherence, and the human interface of change, why has the
profession not built its identity around these capabilities?

The answer, I think, is that these capabilities are difficult to teach, difficult to certify, and
almost impossible to measure. The professionalisation of programme management over
the past two decades has been driven by a desire for legitimacy, and legitimacy in the
management professions has been pursued through codification. You prove a discipline is
real by defining its processes, creating its qualifications, and establishing its body of
knowledge.

The mechanical aspects of programme management lend themselves perfectly to this
project. You can teach someone to build a plan, maintain a RAID log, and produce a status
report. You can test whether they know the difference between a programme and a
project, whether they understand benefits mapping, whether they can construct a
stakeholder engagement strategy. These are assessable, certifiable competencies.

The capabilities that actually matter — reading a room, exercising judgement, navigating
politics, holding a narrative — are none of these things. They are developed through
experience, refined through failure, and demonstrated through outcomes rather than
qualifications. The profession has always known this, in the way that practitioners know
things they cannot quite articulate. But it has not built its professional identity around
this knowledge, because doing so would mean admitting that the certifiable, teachable,
measurable parts of the role are not the parts that matter most.

Al is forcing this admission.

The programme management profession now faces a choice that will determine its
relevance for the next decade.
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The profession can define itself by the artefacts it produces — in which case it will be
progressively replaced by systems that produce better artefacts faster. Or it can define
itself by the judgement it exercises — in which case it must rebuild its professional
identity from the ground up.

The first path is the path of least resistance. Continue to emphasise planning, reporting,
and governance as the core of the role. Accept Al as an efficiency tool that helps
programme managers do these things faster. Argue that human oversight is still needed.
This path leads, inevitably, to a shrinking profession: fewer programme managers doing
the same things with Al assistance, until organisations recognise that the Al does not
need assistance and the human layer can be removed.

The second path is harder but more honest. Acknowledge that the mechanical functions
are going to Al. Stop defending them as the core of the role. Instead, articulate with
clarity and conviction what programme management contributes that no algorithm can:
the judgement, the navigation, the narrative, the human connection. Rebuild the
profession's training, certification, and career development around these capabilities.
Accept that they are harder to teach and harder to measure, and do the work of figuring
out how to develop them anyway.

If the profession chooses reinvention, what does the reinvented programme manager
look like?

They are, first and foremost, a decision-maker — not an administrator. They spend their
time in the spaces where judgement is required: the ambiguous situations, the conflicting
priorities, the moments where the data says one thing and experience says another. They
do not produce status reports; they interpret them. They do not maintain risk registers;
they make risk decisions. They do not track actions; they hold people accountable.

They are skilled in the art of organisational navigation. They understand power, influence,
and the informal structures that determine how things actually get done. They can
operate in the space between what is said and what is meant, between the official
strategy and the real priorities, between the governance structure and the shadow
organisation.

They are storytellers in the most serious sense of the word. They can construct and
maintain a narrative that connects the programme's activities to its purpose, and they can
adapt that narrative as circumstances change without losing its coherence. They make
complex change intelligible to the people who must live through it.

And they are comfortable with Al — not as a threat, but as an amplifier. The programme
manager who can leverage Al agents to handle the mechanical work while focusing their
own energy on judgement, navigation, and narrative will be more effective than either the
human or the Al working alone. The reinvented programme manager does not compete
with AL They use it to free themselves for the work that only a human can do.
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There is one further dimension to this question that the profession would prefer not to
confront: not every programme manager can make the transition.

The capabilities required for reinvention — judgement, political acuity, narrative skill,
comfort with ambiguity — are not universally distributed. Some practitioners have them
in abundance but have been constrained by a role definition that did not value them.
These practitioners will thrive in the reinvented role. Others have built successful careers
on the mechanical competencies that Al is now absorbing, and the transition to a
judgement-based role will be genuinely difficult.

This is not a comfortable observation, but it is an honest one. The profession does its
members no favours by pretending that everyone can make the shift. What it can do is be
clear about what the shift requires, invest in developing the capabilities that matter, and
create honest pathways for those who choose a different direction.

The programme manager's role is not obsolete. But the version of the role that most of us
have known — the keeper of the plan, the producer of the pack, the administrator of
delivery — is entering its final chapter. What comes next depends on whether the
profession has the courage to let go of what is familiar and build something that is
genuinely valuable. The tools have changed. The question is whether the profession can
change with them.



