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“A board that receives information but cannot alter the conditions
of delivery is not governing; it is observing.”

1. The Meeting Where Nothing Was Decided

The programme board met for two hours. The first 35 minutes were spent reconciling two
versions of the financial forecast. Each workstream then explained its traffic light, the
programme manager reviewed 27 open risks, and the finance representative asked why
the latest milestone had moved by five days. Three papers were noted. Two actions were
carried forward.

Near the end, the operations director raised the question that had been waiting for six
weeks: should the organisation accept a phased regional launch, or delay until every
business unit could move together? The decision affected supplier mobilisation, training
dates and nearly £1.2 million of committed expenditure.

There were nine minutes left. The chair requested a fuller options paper for the next
meeting.

This is how a programme board becomes a status meeting. It does not cease to be diligent.
It ceases, almost imperceptibly, to be the place where the programme's difficult choices
are made.

The pattern has become common during the present expansion of formal programme
governance. Organisations now possess more stage gates, programme offices, risk
registers, assurance reviews and board packs than they did a decade ago. Yet many still
struggle to answer a simple question: where does an unresolved cross-functional decision
actually get taken?

2. The Comfort of Knowing

Status has a legitimate place. Large programmes divide work among specialist teams,
suppliers and business units. No executive can remain close to every dependency. A board
needs a shared account of progress, cost, scope and risk before it can act responsibly. The
disciplines of regular reporting have corrected an older world in which confident
programme leaders offered verbal reassurance until difficulty could no longer be hidden.

The case for the board pack is therefore strong. It creates memory. It exposes variance. It
allows independent challenge. In regulated and heavily outsourced environments, it
provides evidence that leaders have exercised oversight rather than merely trusted the
delivery team.

But information has a seductive quality: receiving it feels like exercising control.
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A well-constructed pack can make a meeting feel substantial even when no consequential
choice occurs. Members ask intelligent questions. Workstream leads defend their
positions. Risks are reworded, dates corrected and actions assigned. The meeting
produces motion, and motion is easily mistaken for governance.

The board leaves better informed. The programme leaves unchanged.

That distinction matters because programmes rarely fail for lack of status. They fail when
tensions between cost, time, scope, risk and operating readiness remain unresolved until
events decide them. Status describes those tensions. Governance chooses among them.

3. How the Board Lost Its Centre

The conversion from decision forum to reporting forum is not usually caused by weak
individuals. It is sustained by a set of structural forces, each rational on its own.

3.1 The pack consumes the meeting

As programmes become more complex, every function requests representation in the
report. Finance adds forecast detail. Risk requests classifications and mitigating actions.
Procurement adds contractual milestones. The programme office standardises
workstream summaries. Assurance findings receive their own section.

The pack grows because omission appears more dangerous than addition. Once a section
exists, removing it can look like reduced control. The board's agenda then follows the
architecture of the pack rather than the architecture of the decisions.

A 70-page document cannot be meaningfully discussed in two hours. Yet boards continue
to attempt it. The predictable result is shallow attention spread across everything, leaving
no time for the few matters that require collective judgement.

3.2 Authority remains outside the room

Many programme boards are assembled to represent interests, not to hold authority.
Members attend on behalf of operations, technology, finance or a business unit, but
material concessions still require reference to their own executive line. The board can
discuss an integrated trade-off without being empowered to make it.

This creates a peculiar ritual. A cross-functional decision is debated by the people who
understand it, then returned to separate hierarchies for approval. Each hierarchy sees
only its portion. By the time responses return, assumptions have changed or positions
have hardened.

The programme board appears senior, but seniority without delegated authority is
ornamental.

3.3 Bad news is processed into actions

A difficult fact enters the meeting: a supplier cannot meet the agreed date; users have not
completed design decisions; the operating budget cannot absorb the proposed model.
Confronting the fact would require a choice about scope, money or timing.

Instead, the board creates an action.
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The action is assigned to the programme manager, who cannot resolve the underlying
conflict because the conflict belongs to the board. At the next meeting, the action is
reported as in progress. What looked like accountability was actually deferral given an
owner and a due date.

3.4 Assurance changes the burden of proof

Growing assurance expectations encourage boards to show that they have reviewed,
challenged and recorded. This is valuable. It can also make the board more attentive to
whether governance evidence exists than to whether governance has had an effect.

The risk is clearest at stage boundaries. A board may spend considerable energy
establishing that required products are complete while giving little time to the decision
the stage boundary exists to support: whether further commitment remains justified
under current conditions.

The signatures are present. The choice is absent.

The danger is not that programme boards know too little; it is that knowing has become
an acceptable substitute for deciding.

4. The Politics Hidden Inside Status

Status reporting also offers protection.

A red rating is an accusation as much as a signal. It may imply that a sponsor has not
secured resources, that a business unit has withheld decisions, or that a supplier
commitment was unrealistic. The debate therefore shifts from the condition itself to the
legitimacy of the colour. Is the risk truly red? Has the dependency formally missed its
date? Can the narrative be revised to reflect the recovery plan?

This argument is not trivial. Ratings must be fair, and careless escalation can damage trust.
Yet the energy spent negotiating the status often exceeds the energy spent changing the
condition.

Green has its own politics. It allows a member to return to their function without
explaining a conflict. Amber preserves ambiguity. Red forces intervention. When the board
lacks the appetite or authority to intervene, the reporting system quietly adapts to that
fact.

A programme can then remain amber for months: serious enough to acknowledge, not
serious enough to require a decision.

The status meeting is therefore not merely an administrative failure. It is an
accommodation between governance form and organisational reluctance. The board
exists to resolve conflicts that the organisation has not otherwise resolved, but its
members remain accountable primarily to the functions that created those conflicts.

5. What Decision-Centred Governance Looks Like
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The alternative is not a board that ignores reporting. It is a board that treats reporting as
preparation rather than purpose.

A decision-centred board begins by separating three kinds of material:

Item Proper treatment

Information Circulated and read before the meeting; questions raised by exception

Control exception Challenged against tolerance, with a named recovery owner

Cross-functional
choice

Framed as options, consequences and a decision required from the board

This separation changes the meeting's use of time. Routine status moves out of the room.
Exceptions remain because they may require intervention. Decisions receive explicit
space, not whatever minutes survive the workstream tour.

The earlier launch choice could have been framed on one page:

• Option A: launch all regions together six weeks later; protect consistency, accept
extended supplier and programme costs.

• Option B: launch two ready regions on the original date; accept temporary dual
operation and additional reconciliation control.

• Option C: reduce first-release scope across all regions; preserve the common date,
defer lower-value functionality.

The board needed cost, operational exposure, contractual consequence and a
recommendation. It did not need another general status narrative. Most importantly, it
needed members authorised to choose.

A board that receives information but cannot alter the conditions of delivery is not
governing; it is observing.

6. The Strong Case for Restraint

There is a serious counterargument. Executive boards can damage programmes by
intervening too frequently. Decisions taken far from the work may ignore technical detail,
overturn established delegation and encourage teams to escalate every difficulty upward.
A board that insists on deciding everything becomes the bottleneck it was designed to
remove.

That danger is real. Decision-centred governance does not mean executive involvement in
operational management. It means clarity about tolerances and the boundary between
delegated delivery and collective commitment.

The board should not choose how a workstream performs its task. It should decide when
the programme requires one function to accept cost so another can protect an outcome;
when benefits no longer justify scope; when a supplier dispute changes the delivery
strategy; or when operating readiness requires a different sequence.

The governing question is not “Can the board decide this?” but “Can anyone below the
board legitimately accept the whole consequence?” If the answer is yes, delegate. If the
answer is no, the board must not disguise the choice as an action for the programme
manager.
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7. What This Reveals About Organisational Change

Programme boards become status meetings because organisations often want
transformation without disturbing the authority structures that transformation must
cross.

The programme is asked to produce an integrated outcome, but budgets remain
functional. The board is asked to govern across boundaries, but members retain narrow
mandates. The programme manager is made accountable for delivery, but the decisive
resources and trade-offs sit elsewhere. Reporting becomes the bridge over this
contradiction.

It cannot resolve it.

This explains why improving the pack rarely improves the governance. A clearer
dashboard may expose the decision deficit more elegantly, but it does not supply
authority. A stronger programme office may chase actions more efficiently, but it cannot
make sponsors own a trade-off. A new reporting template may standardise evidence, but it
cannot create the willingness to choose among competing interests.

The programme board is a small portrait of the organisation itself. If it can integrate
perspectives, accept consequence and commit resources, the programme has a centre. If
it can only receive reports from functions, the programme remains a negotiation
conducted through documents.

8. Returning the Board to Its Purpose

The practical changes are modest, though the leadership discipline is not.

• Every meeting should open with decisions required, not status by workstream.
• Each decision paper should state the owner, deadline, viable options,

recommendation and consequence of no decision.
• Routine reporting should be read before the meeting and discussed only by

exception.
• Members should hold explicit delegated authority or make clear where authority

actually resides.
• Actions should never be used to assign a board-level conflict back to the delivery

team.
• Minutes should record what was decided, what consequence was accepted and who

owns the result.

These practices will not remove politics. They will make politics visible at the point where
it must be resolved.

The board in the opening example did not lack information. It lacked protected time,
prepared choices and the willingness to commit. Asking for a fuller paper preserved the
appearance of prudence, but it also transferred six more weeks of uncertainty into
supplier mobilisation, training and cost.

That is the central irony of status-centred governance. The board avoids a decision to
reduce risk, while the delay itself increases risk.
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A programme board should be the place where the organisation becomes capable of acting
as one enterprise rather than a collection of functions. When it settles for reviewing
status, it reveals that the transformation has governance in name but no decision-making
centre in fact.


