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Introduction and purpose 
of guide

The first edition of APM Introduction to Programme Management was published 
over a decade ago and this aspect of the project manage ment profes sion has 
come a long way in that short time. The purpose of this guide is to give the reader 
an insight into programme manage ment – what a programme is, how it func tions 
and how to view it. And who is the reader? Our target audi ence is those who  
are relat ively new to programme manage ment: an inter ested stake holder seeking 
to engage with a programme about to have a major impact on their life; someone 
joining a programme team who wants to under stand the funda mental prin ciples 
of programme manage ment; or a member of a project manage ment team seeking 
to under stand how they should inter act with a programme – this guide is for  
you and for anyone like you. This is not a guide for programme manage ment 
experts – but for anyone less than an expert, this guide should offer you value 
through its insights or through the oppor tun it ies it gives you to compare your 
first-hand exper i ences with a ‘typical’ programme, and thereby gives you the 
oppor tun ity to chal lenge what you see going on around you.

Programme manage ment is not about deliv er ing large and complex projects; 
it is about deliv er ing change – in the phys ical, profes sional, busi ness, soci etal  
or organ isa tional envir on ment. This public a tion will help you to under stand 
the organ isa tional and stra tegic context in which programmes exist, and the 
differ ences and rela tion ships between port fo lios, programmes, projects and 
‘business-as-usual’ activ it ies, and it high lights some of the keys to under stand ing 
success ful programme deliv ery.

APM Introduction to Programme Management 2nd edition is divided into 
three sections. Section 1 provides an over view of programme manage ment, and 
Section 2 seeks to explain programme manage ment from the outside looking in 
through the programme manage ment life cycle. Section 3 aims to offer the reader 
some concep tual frame works and insight into what a programme manager should 
be think ing about in order to optim ise the prospects of success and avoid the trap 
of being drawn into another level of project manage ment.
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an over view

As programme manage ment prac ti tion ers engage with our expand ing share of 
the world, it becomes ever more chal len ging to satisfy stake hold ers while 
deliv er ing value and bene fits in a new and unfa mil iar global envir on ment. 
Programme profes sion als find them selves oper at ing in complex envir on ments 
grap pling with prob lems asso ci ated with climate change, tech no lo gical advances, 
glob al isa tion, sustain able devel op ment, over pop u la tion, secur ity and economic 
regen er a tion and growth, as well as bring ing about change and trans form a tion in 
organ isa tional perform ance. Meeting these chal lenges requires a system atic 
approach, imple men ted in a controlled envir on ment that is founded on sound 
prin ciples, prac tices and tools.

Programmes endeav our to deliver change by bring ing related projects and 
activ it ies together in order to manage their rela tion ships, whilst main tain ing a 
stra tegic view of the work in order to align and coordin ate it in support of specific 
busi ness strategies. Programmes provide a bridge connect ing indi vidual projects 
to a rapidly chan ging busi ness envir on ment and often a constantly evolving 
strategy. Programmes are there fore a key deliv ery mech an ism for stra tegic 
object ives.

Organisations bene fit ing most signi fic antly from programme manage ment 
approaches will normally be those seeking to deliver bene fi cial and sustain able 
change to an organ isa tion or society in line with a defined strategy. Where there 
is change there will be complex ity, uncer tainty, risk, many inter de pend en cies to 
manage and conflict ing prior it ies to resolve. By employ ing sound programme 
manage ment policy and prac tices (as opposed to just project manage ment) 
consid er able advant ages can be achieved, for example through clearer 
manage ment focus on the deliv ery of outcomes and real isa tion of bene fits. 
Programme manage ment allows the many aspects of the busi ness envir on ment 
to be abstrac ted away from the indi vidual compon ent projects, allow ing the 
project manager to focus on deliv er ing the project.

Programme manage ment is still an emer ging discip line for deliv er ing trans-
form a tional change, playing a pivotal role in managing the trans ition of the 
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solu tions developed and delivered by projects into busi ness oper a tions to realise 
bene fits, thus provid ing the crucial link between strategy and deliv ery. Where 
the tools, approaches and mind-sets of prac ti tion ers are well developed for 
project manage ment, those for programme manage ment are still devel op ing: 
this is an area of oppor tun ity.
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2

The programme life cycle

2.1 A high level programme  
manage ment life cycle

In spite of the vari ation in size of programmes, from a handful of people and a few 
projects through to thou sands of people on large, complex under tak ings, each 
one can be deemed to follow a stand ard life cycle. The key phases of this stand ard 
programme life cycle are shown in Figure 2.1.

Other repres ent a tions of programme life cycles may vary in termin o logy for 
the indi vidual phases, but each follows the funda mental prin ciples of concept, 
defin i tion, deliv ery and closure. It should also be noted that some repres ent a-
tions (or organ isa tions) might use addi tional sub-phases to those proposed here.

It is import ant in life cycle terms to differ en ti ate between the steady- 
state oper a tions of a busi ness (or of a social envir on ment) and the change itself. 
Figure 2.2 illus trates how a programme is aimed at intro du cing change, not at 
running the steady-state activ it ies, and how these differ ent elements align with 

Figure 2.1 Programme life cycle repres ent a tion (adapted from APM Body of 
Knowledge, Chapter 1.1.6).
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percep tions of short, medium and long-term times cales. Programmes typic ally 
develop change by step ping through sub-divisions that facil it ate approval gates 
and deliver incre ments in capab il ity (these are known as tranches10) with result ing 
trans itions into the busi ness oper a tions (or social envir on ment), as illus trated in 
Figures 2.1 and 2.2.

The programme life cycle is aimed at estab lish ing a firm plat form for the overall 
change journey, whether this is for a busi ness or soci etal trans form a tion, the 
intro duc tion of a new capab il ity, or the launch of a new product into its oper at ing 
envir on ment. Figure 2.3 shows one concep tual descrip tion of this journey, 
illus trat ing the key rela tion ships between the busi ness object ives, the defin i tion 
of the programme, the indi vidual projects and their outputs, the programme 
outputs and the result ing bene fits, and how these under pin the result ing busi ness 
perform ance.

2.2 Life cycle strategy consid er a tions

Prior to the start of a programme, there may be a period of uncer tainty while an 
organ isa tion under stands and decides that a change of some descrip tion is required 
and that some form of invest ment in change is needed. In some cases this may be 
a form ally recog nised stra tegic phase of activ it ies (for example, it may be called a 
‘genesis’, ‘found a tion’ or ‘pre-concept’ phase), and in others it may be less clearly 

10 Tranches are covered in greater detail in Section 2.5.

Figure 2.2 Change programme vs. steady-state activ it ies
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defined or revolu tion ary. In theory, all organ isa tions should have clearly defined 
and agreed busi ness change strategies, the imple ment a tion of which requires the 
initi ation of programmes. Indeed, if the organ isa tion is under tak ing programmes 
within the frame work of port fo lio manage ment then the programmes will be fully 
aligned with stra tegic plans.11 Within such an envir on ment (or where the busi ness 
under takes regular change or intro duc tion of new complex products), the busi ness 
will have defined a busi ness change life cycle specific to its needs, and so the 
indi vidual programme life cycle will have to be aligned with this generic busi ness 
frame work. This align ment is an import ant part of defin ing a specific strategy for 
the overall programme approaches, i.e. the defin i tion of its programme life cycle.

Another import ant consid er a tion for the programme life cycle is the selec tion 
of the approach the organ isa tion would like to take in the deliv ery phase of an 
indi vidual programme (or poten tially intro du cing the overall change through 

Figure 2.3 Conceptual repres ent a tion of programme change journey 
showing valid a tion and veri fic a tion rela tion ships based on the Vee Model

11 For further inform a tion, refer to APM Body of Knowledge 6th edition, Chapter 1.1.3, ‘Portfolio 
manage ment’.
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