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Building Program and Project Management Muscles: The Key 

to Excellent Operating Models 1 
 

  By Dr. Harold Kerzner 

and 

Dr. Al Zeitoun 

 
Introduction _________________________________________________________ 
 
The future belongs to organizations that are able to continually stretch.  It has become 
evident with intense disruptions, that the only operating models that could survive and 
sustain growth in the future are the adaptable and resilient ones.  Value-focus has been 
widely discussed in research and practiced for the past few years.  In addition, the need 
to find better and more effective ways for implementing strategy has been in the forefront 
of what executive teams continued to be concerned with. 
 
We learned a lot over the years about what works and what does not in the utilization of 
program and project management.  Strategically, organizations have finally started 
realizing the true value of structured, yet highly adaptable, practices for driving the major 
change missions they face.  The next decade will see a tremendous focus on building 
these program and project management muscles and how this directly contributes to 
impacting organizational operations and how they deliver value to their most critical 
stakeholders. 
 
During the past decade, there has been a great deal published on the business benefits 
and business value resulting from effective project and program management practices. 
Companies are now realizing that project and program management are more than just 
another career path position.  They have become strategic competencies necessary for 
business growth, customer satisfaction, and sustainability of the business. 
 
What most companies fail to realize is the impact at the organizational level and the 
company’s business model resulting from the elevation of project/program management 
from a career path to a strategic competency.  New organizational structures are being 
developed and, in many cases, resulting in major changes to the firm’s traditional 
business model. 
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The Strategic Benefits of Good Project/Program Management _________ 
 
There is an adage that some trainers use in project management courses: “Any executive 
that always makes the right decisions probably is not making enough decisions.”  
Applying this adage to the project selection process, not all projects approved by senior 
management will be successful.  But what we do recognize as happening in organizations 
is that the project success rate increases as organizations become good at project 
management. 
 
When the project success rate increases, there are several changes seen in companies, 
three of which are: 
 

▪ Program/Project management becomes a strategic competency rather than just 

another career path position 

▪ A significant increase in the number and new types of projects the company 

needs for strategic growth 

▪ Project and program management practices are applied to all the 

projects/programs rather than specific categories 

 

Operating Models of the Future _______________________________________ 
 
Forecasting major changes to the operating models of the future could begin with an 
understanding of the drivers that will necessitate that changes expected to take place.  
 

▪ Increased need to respond to customers’ changing demands and growing 
expectations 

▪ Having a delivery model that is reflective of the strategic focus of the business, that 
has been shifting to delivering change and decreasing investments in traditional 
operations 

▪ Need to balance business as well as technical decisions 
▪ New and more mature metrics to measure what success looks like 
▪ Use of Artificial Intelligence and digitalization to enhance quality and speed of 

decisions 
 
Building new types of operating models that would sustain growth and ensure value 
delivery, will shape the DNA of the future organization.  One of the greatest strategic shifts 
executives have been making, is expaning their views of what project and program 
management muscles development achieves for their organizations strategically.  These 
executives are now holistically seeing how to connect and build the end-2 end value 
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stream of the business on a foundation of proper program and project management 
practices. 
 
This creates a great future opportunity for the program and project practitioners and the 
strategic units that own the cascading od the organizational strategy into a prioritized set 
of initiatives.  Operating models in the future are in essence seeing a set of key 
characteristics shine: 
 

▪ Investing in building an experience-driven culture that uses programs and projects 
to enrich those experiences 

▪ Putting digitization in the center as a critical component of delivering initiatives’ 
outcomes 

▪ Exemplifying new forms of leadership necessary for the next decade of 
organizational excellence 

▪ Applying adaptive delivery frameworks, while creating a fine balance between 
alignment and autonomy 

 
 

Organizing of Future Projects ________________________________________ 
 

As the number and types of projects increase, companies are being challenged on how 

best to organize for the growth in projects.  For several decades, project management 

practices were established for managing a single project rather than a group of projects. 

The single projects were mainly traditional projects that were started with well-defined 

requirements, a business case, and a statement of work.  Other types of projects, such 

as those related to business strategy, advances in technology, R&D, innovation, and 

business opportunities were managed by functional managers who were allowed to use 

their own approaches, often not including any of the traditional project management 

processes, tools, or techniques.  The success rate for many of these nontraditional 

projects was significantly lower than the success rate on traditional projects. 

 

For traditional projects, project managers were assigned from the controlling functional 

unit. Resources were assigned, when necessary, from other functional units using a 

strong, weak, or balanced matrix organizational structure.  When the project was 

completed, regardless of whether the project was a success or failure, the employee 

would return to his/her functional unit.  The success or failure of the project most often 

had no impact on the employee’s performance review by the functional manager. 
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The new types of projects, accompanied by the organization’s recognition that project 

management has become a strategic competency, has brought forth new issues as 

shown in Exhibit 1. 

 

 
 

Exhibit 1. Future Projects Alignment Attributes 

 

Strategic Focus Shifts _______________________________________________ 
 

The strategic nature of many of the new projects are forcing organizations to better 

understand the alignment between projects/programs and business strategy.  Project 

management is now part of the organization’s strategic business plan with a focus on 

long-term rather than short-term business benefits and business value. 

 

Integrating strategic planning and program/project management will create alignment 

issues and conflicts resulting from new organizational change management initiatives.  

Some of the issues expected to surface include: 

 

▪ The focus will be on managing and organizing groups of projects rather that a 

heavy focus on individual projects. 
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▪ Many of the new types of projects require that the workers be assigned full-time 

to the effort. 

▪ Functional units will be created for managing groups of projects and employee 

performance reviews will be the responsibility of the new functional units. 

▪ There will be a much greater level of participation by people outside of the project 

team and also outside of the organization. 

▪ There will be new problems and issues that will be more complex and unlike what 

has been seen previously on traditional projects. 

▪ Problem-solving and decision-making will become more complex.  Organizations 

will need additional soft skills training in these areas. 

▪ The sharing and communicating of strategic information will become a necessity 

for effective problem-solving and decision-making to occur. 

▪ The measurement of success on these new projects will be the business benefits 

and business value created rather than just creating a deliverable for a client. 

▪ The focus will be on long-term rather than short-term business benefits. 

▪ Program and project teams may not be self-managed.  Organizational units may 

be created for managing groups of projects and project management leadership 

will be horizontal and vertical rather than just horizontal as with traditional projects. 

▪ New business-related tools and techniques will be part of project management 

practices.  Project managers will see themselves as managing part of a business 

rather than just a project. 

▪ The program manager’s focus will be on managing the linkage between the 

organization’s strategic goals and the program’s objectives rather than simply 

creating a deliverable for a client.  

 

 

THE PATH FORWARD ___________________________________________________ 

As can be seen from the above list, program and project management muscles are quickly 
becoming a strategic/business process with the intent of achieving strategic goals rather 
than just deliverables on a project or a program.   These initiatives’’ leaders will need to 
formulate strategies to compensate for changes in the enterprise environmental factors 
and market conditions. 
 

The good news for tomorrow’s operating models, is that executives are gradually 

comprehending the strategic potential of program and project management and thus are 

paying closer attention to the muscles building required.  There is now a clear realization 

that the future operating models need continual transformation and that properly and 
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strategically prepared program and project managers, will be essential to driving future 

successes.   

 

Shifts in how we work and how deliver value, dictate a new mindset and adaptable 

practices that the program and project leaders are best at bringing to the forefront.  Any 

reinvention of future operating models will be affected by the delivery vehicles of products 

and services to customer and other stakeholders, and thus the importance of these 

muscles will continue to grow. 

 

It is with adaptability, creation of experience-driven culture, and the effective use of 

digitalization, that the program and project management practices, will continue to 

demonstrate strategic impact.  Empathizing to growth mindset needs of these future 

leaders will directly contribute to the effectives of the next generation operating models. 
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