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Abstract

Large southern African project-based programmes and region-specific implementation
challenges require region-specific guidance to optimise programme success. Using an online
survey, this mixed method study first quantitatively identified priority programme risk
management challenges. The survey data indicated inadequate programme risk management
skills as a critical regional challenge. As these skills systemically encompass other identified
challenges, the subsequent study phase used a skills-based literature review and interviews
with experienced programme risk management practitioners to explore skills improvement.
This analysis produced a framework comprising structural, technical and personal enablers
of programme risk management skills. The study adds both practical value and insight
to an under-explored area critical to the southern African development agenda. It could
be replicated in other similar regions, thereby adding value to the existing programme
management knowledge base.

Introduction

Large and complex multi-project programmes are increasingly being employed worldwide to
deliver strategic change. Accordingly, the significance of programme risk management as an
integral part of managing such programmes is now generally accepted.! However, differences in
regional business characteristics imply that successful approaches to programme risk manage-
ment in one region may not necessarily work elsewhere.? Consequently, the increasing number
of large and complex programmes in southern Africa require a region-specific understanding
of the predicament facing programme managers to optimise programme success. Yet, in their
early critical review of standard programme management approaches, Lycett, Rassau, and
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Danson identified inadequate transfer of experienced-based programme management lessons
in practice and academic research as a critical barrier to programme success.’ They call for
increased transfer of programme risk management knowledge to improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of such programmes.*

Pellegrinelli also raises concerns about the adequacy and appropriateness of programme-
related technical guidance advocated by professional bodies.” These authors advocate learn-
ing from the experiences of practitioners to improve programme management theory and
practice.®” However, despite such insights into the challenges of managing complex and risky
organisational programmes, programme risk management remains an under-developed dis-
cipline in practice and academically.**!*!>1213 This also holds for the southern Africa region.
These issues underscore the need for research on experience-informed guidance on addressing
regional programme risk management challenges. Therefore, the objectives of this two-phased
mixed method study were: to quantitatively identify priority southern African programme risk
management challenges; and to qualitatively explore how to address the critical challenges.

The study findings provide theory-based and practice-based insight into an under-explored
area vital to the southern African development agenda. In addition, these findings could be
used to improve programme risk management in other regions that face similar challenges,
thereby adding value to the existing programme management knowledge base. The remainder
of this paper is organised in various sections. The next section explains the academic study
background, including definitions of key concepts and the findings of the initial research that
underpinned the present study. Thereafter, the two-phased mixed method approach used in the
study is explained. The study results are presented and discussed, and the paper concludes with
practical implications and recommendations that could be used to address southern African
programme risk management challenges.

Study background

This study built on the southern African model of programme risk management challenges
published by Mulambya and Zaaiman' to explore how to address the challenges identified in
the initial study. Relevant findings from the original study are summarised in this section.

Definition of concepts

Table 1 defines the programme-related and risk-related concepts used in this study. Although
the terms programme and programme management may have multiple definitions,”'¢ the
Project Management Institute’s (PMI) widely accepted definitions for these two terms are used
in this study. (See Table 1.)
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Table 1: Definitions

Terminology Definition

Programme Related projects, subsidiary programmes and programme activities managed in a
coordinated manner to obtain benefits not available from managing them individually.”
Such programmes are intended to achieve organisational long-term strategic, rather than
short-term tactical, objectives.

Programme Centralised and coordinated management of a programme to achieve its strategic
management objectives and benefits.'®

Programme risk The management of possible risk events that may adversely impact achieving an organisa-
management tion’s programme management objectives.

The definitions provided in Table 1 highlight the strategic and holistic nature of programme
management, in contrast to the typical short-term tactical delivery criteria associated with
projects. These definitions indicate that programme management: (a) integrates individual pro-
jects into a programme to realise its strategic objectives and benefits; (b) is strategic in nature,
whereas project management is tactical in character; (c) focuses on multiple projects and their
systemic interdependencies, whereas project management emphasises implementing single pro-
jects. These differences mean that programme, and project, management should not be regarded
as an extension or subsidiary of each other.'”?*?"?? Traditional project management approaches
are, therefore, inadequate for delivering programmes in complex and dynamic environments

that require strategic project portfolios.?**#

Southern African programme risk management challenges

Based on the literature and interviews with practitioners in southern Africa, Mulambya and
Zaaiman identified seven execution-specific programme risk management challenges relevant
to southern Africa.?® Table 2 provides a brief summary of these challenges.

Table 2: Summary of programme risk management challenges

No. Challenge Description
1 Inadequate programme risk  Inadequate commitment and planning for institutionalising
management strategy programme risk management in an organisation.?”.28
2 Inadequate programme The terms programme and programme management are used in

management standardisation  different ways in the literature and practice, leading to confusion
about what programme management is. Consequently, lower-level
programme management processes, such as programme risk

management, are inadequately defined, leading to implementation
29,3031

issues.
3 Inadequate programme Programme management interacts extensively with organisational
complexity understanding strategic management processes and individual projects. Hence,
(e.g. interdependencies) programme risk does not simply equal the sum of individual project

risks. Inadequate understanding of the resultant complexity hampers
programme efficiency and effectiveness.23°
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No. Challenge Description
4 Inadequate programme risk Poor familiarity with programme risk management, which may lead
management awareness to incorrectly equating project and programme risk management

or simply applying project risk management processes to project
programmes. 343

5 Inadequate programme risk A shortage of experienced programme risk management resources
management skills with suitable skills to carry out programme risk management tasks
or activities. %

6 Inadequate programme risk Frameworks, processes, procedures and guidelines specifi-
management knowledge cally developed for programme risk management are difficult to
find.33,39,40
7 Inadequate programme risk Lack of accuracy, completeness or timeliness for programme risk
management communication  reporting.*#?

Research methodology and data

The challenges listed in Table 2 formed the basis of the present follow-up study to explore prior-
ity areas for improving southern African programme risk management. This was done using a
two-phased mixed method approach: to quantitatively identify the priority southern African
programme risk management challenges; and to qualitatively explore how to address the most
critical challenge.

Quantitative identification of priority programme risk management challenges

Quantitative data collection

An anonymous survey-based approach was used to identify the region’s priority programme
risk management challenges. The study population consisted of participants with programme
management experience in different economic sectors in southern African countries, including
Angola, Botswana, eSwatini, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Zambia
and Zimbabwe. As programme risk management is a niche management area, organisations
employ small numbers of experienced managers who tend to work across these southern
African countries. Therefore, the respondents’ views represent a regional view rather than situ-
ational views related to specific southern African countries.

As no southern African programme-management-specific professional association currently
exists, this research was conducted through a southern African project management profes-
sional association (hereafter, referred to as ‘the association’). This association has an active
membership of about 1 300 project management professionals, some of whom have programme
risk management experience. The association provided access to potential participants with
programme management expertise across the target region.

A non-probability convenience sampling approach* with voluntary participation was used
in the study. The association’s chief executive officer (CEO) emailed the survey web link to po-
tential respondents. The link was left open for a month, with the CEO sending a reminder email
to the target participants after two weeks. This resulted in a total of 42 survey responses. As the
number of association members with programme risk management experience was unknown,
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the actual response rate expected from the study target population could not be determined.
However, the relatively small number of responses compared to the total membership of the
project management association reflects the niche nature of programme risk management skills
and the corresponding low prevalence of such skills in the sub-continent.

Table 3 provides an overview of the sectors in which the study participants are employed and
the number of years of experience related to programme risk management that they reported.
Most participants had more than five years of programme-management-related experience,
with 45 per cent having more than 10 years of experience. The wide range of employment sec-
tors represented also provided valuable information about the perceived status of programme
risk management in southern Africa. The size of the study sample was sufficient for purposes
of ranking to be used to identify programme risk management challenges that need to improve
first.

Table 3: Demographic profile of participants of the study (n = 42)

Demographic characteristic Demographic variable Frequency Percentage
Oil and gas (petrochemical) 5 12
Government and public services 8 19
Participant’s employment sector
Capital projects and infrastructure 17 40
Other 12 29
Total 42 100
Less than or equal to 1 year 2 5
o , More than 1 and less than or equal 8 19
Participant’s programme-management- to 5 years
related experience
in years More than 5 and less than or equal 13 30
to 10 years
More than 10 years 19 45
Total 42 100

Voluntary participation in the survey suggests that the respondents cared sufficiently about the
purpose of the survey to take the time to participate. Although volunteer bias plays a role in the
findings of any non-probability study,**** willingness to participate in such a niche topic study
provides confidence in the trustworthiness of the findings.

Study participants were asked to answer the following question:

To improve the execution of programme risk management in (southern African) organisations,
I believe that we must start with improving ... (select only one of the options below - options
provided in alphabetical sequence):

1. Programme complexity understanding

2. Programme management standardisation

3. Programme risk management awareness
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Programme risk management communication
Programme risk management knowledge
Programme risk management sKkills
Programme risk management strategy

N oo w ok

Quantitative data analysis

The frequency of response for each challenge, expressed as a percentage, was used to rank
the programme risk management challenges. (See Table 5 and Figure 1.) The formula used to
calculate frequency percentages is (n/N) x 100, where n is the frequency of responses for each
challenge, and N is the total number of responses (42).

Qualitative exploration of how to improve the highest priority programme risk management challenge
In the second study phase, an inductive literature review was done. It led to the development of
a deductive experience-based critical priority challenge improvement framework, which was
based on an in-depth qualitative investigation into the highest-ranked programme risk man-
agement challenge identified in the first phase of the study. This framework was based on a
narrative review of the literature relevant to the top priority challenge, combined with insight
from 15 semi-structured interviews containing open-ended questions done with programme
risk management practitioners in various employment sectors in southern African.

Qualitative data collection

Relevant academic literature and specialist documents were examined for general guidance
on the requirements for improving the highest priority challenge. Academic documents were
found using appropriate internet tools such as Google Scholar and using appropriate keywords
related to the top challenge.

Thereafter, semi-structured interviews were done with experienced programme risk manag-
ers in southern Africa to explore how to solve the top challenge. These interviews lasted between
30 and 60 minutes. The interview questions explored possible ways to improve the main chal-
lenge. The questions posed are provided in the results and discussion section. Table 4 provides
an overview of the employment sector profile of the 15 interviewees, each of whom had more
than 10 years’ programme management experience. These interviewees were drawn from or-
ganisational sectors in southern Africa similar to those represented in Phase 1 of the study.
This allowed for sector-wide information on interventions suitable to the region to be collected.
To ensure respondent anonymity, the interviewees are identified numerically in the results and
discussion section.
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Table 4: Employment sector profile of the 15 interviewees

Participant’s employment sector Frequency Percentage
Oil and gas (petrochemical) 3 20
Government and public services 3 20
Capital projects and infrastructure 7 47
Other 2 13
Total 15 100

Qualitative data analysis

The selected articles, documents and transcribed study interview data were analysed reflexively
using established manual qualitative data analysis techniques to identify themes related to ap-
proaches to solving the critical programme risk management challenge.***” These themes are
provided in Tables 6 and 7 as thematic codebooks, also called qualitative data analysis tables.

These literature-based themes provided a guide against which the thematic codes from the
interview data were evaluated. For example, the analysis of the interview data resulted in an
initial list of 184 top challenge-specific codes, which were mapped to related literature-based
themes. Thus, findings from the interview data were continuously compared with the literature
to determine which literature-based themes have also been experienced in southern Africa.
Additional themes not found in the literature were added to the qualitative data analysis table
provided in Table 7. Consistent southern African experience-based themes were found across
the 15 interviews, which implies a shared experience across the employment sectors. Adequate
data saturation levels were reached to satisfy the study aim.*® Therefore, the researchers are
confident that the interview sample provided a representative overview of the region’s top pro-
gramme risk management challenge.

Qualitative research methods, as employed here, explore the meaning of social phenomena
through the collection, analysis and interpretation of textual data. However, the validity of
qualitative research findings may be criticised due to its subjective nature and the absence of
supporting quantitative data.*>***! Such scepticism can be reduced by actively enhancing the
rigour of a study. A reflexive research approach allows researchers to mitigate the risk of bias
such as confirmation bias when interpreting research findings. Reflexive research is charac-
terised by ongoing self-critique and self-appraisal by researchers.’>**>* The researchers actively
employed reflexivity throughout this study to mitigate the risk of biased interpretation, thereby
enhancing the credibility of the study findings.
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Results and discussion

Study Phase 1: Quantitative

Table 5 and Figure 1 provide the programme risk management challenge ranking based on the
responses to the survey item. The two most selected options were programme risk management
skills (26 per cent) and programme risk management awareness (24 per cent). However, the
identified programme risk management challenges can be expected to be interdependent, with
each challenge influencing the other, as shown in Figure 2. Programme risk management skills
are required in each of the identified challenges. Based on this practitioner-informed finding,
the rest of the study focused on the broader theme of addressing programme risk management
skills. It is expected that a programme risk management skills-based framework would assist
researchers and practitioners to investigate and address more specific skill sets. Therefore, the
second phase of the study focused on a qualitative exploration of how programme risk manage-
ment skills can be improved.

Table 5: Ranking of programme risk management challenges

No. Challenge Frequency Percentage Ranking
1 Programme complexity understanding 4 10 5
2 Programme management standardisation 1 2 7
3 Programme risk management awareness 10 24 2
4 Programme risk management communication 2 5 6
5 Programme risk management knowledge 6 14 4
6 Programme risk management skills 11 26 1
7 Programme risk management strategy 8 19 3
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Percentage of partcipants responses

15 20 25 30
6. Programme risk management skills
3. Programme risk management awareness
7. Programme risk management strategy
5. Programme risk management knowledge
1. Programme complexity understanding
4. Programme risk management communication
2. Programme management standardisation
Figure 1: Ranking of programme risk management challenges
Programme risk Programme risk
— management management
strategy standardisation
Programme risk Programme risk
management management
awareness communication
Programme risk Programme
m— management complexity ——
knowledge understanding
Figure 2: A systemic view of programme risk management skills sets
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Study Phase 2: Qualitative

Although skills development has become an increasingly important policy issue internation-
ally,>>*¢ the definition of the term skill remains highly debatable.””*® For this study, skills were
viewed as personal work-related competencies resulting from individual or group-based formal,
non-formal and informal learning. Formal skills development leads to formal qualifications,
whereas non-formal skills development refers to planned educational interventions not in-
tended to lead to formal qualifications. Informal learning includes incidental learning during
daily activities.”® Skills can therefore be learnt, and would create a skilled workforce, which is
important to a thriving economy.*

Critical skills shortages are a worldwide concern and are not limited to any specific geo-
graphic region or field of expertise.®>*>* These shortages can be attributed to many causes, such
as rapid advances in science and technology and intensified economic competition,** non-
supportive legislation,® lack of investment in skills development,” and out-of-date education
curricula.®®® Correspondingly, interventions aimed at nurturing skills have been employed
in different parts of the world. For example, vocational education and training is widely ac-
knowledged as a method to matching the skills required by employers with those offered by the
workforce.””! Other interventions have also been used to improve work-related skills, such as
supportive legislation’>”>"* and government, academic and industry collaboration’”®. However,
little has been published on developing programme risk management skills, and especially not
in southern Africa.

Skills-related themes

The general skill themes identified in the literature were classified into the four high-level
thematic categories shown in Table 6. The researchers focused on training-based formal and
non-formal learning, leaving the area of informal learning for future studies. Table 7 shows
the corresponding interventions in the literature mapped to these thematic categories. Table 8
provides the corresponding programme risk management interventions for southern Africa
derived from the interviews. Table 8 further indicates which interventions correspond to those
found in the literature and the additional interventions from the interviews.
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Table 6: Organisational skills improvement themes identified in the literature

No. Thematic category Description

1 Training The process of acquiring programme management and programme
risk management knowledge and subsequently developing required
skills through planned educational interventions.

2 Skills A skill is a competence belonging to an individual or a group of people
who develop and exercise that skill in their workplace interactions.
3 Skills development target Groups consisting of the individuals or groups who are the intended
groups recipients of skills development action.
4 Structural skills enablers Formal policies, legislation, regulations and systems that provide a

framework-based environment to address skills challenges.

The semi-structured interviews were aimed at exploring southern Africa’s requirements for

developing programme risk management skills, based on the experiences of programme man-

agement practitioners in the region. The main interview questions were:

1. How should programme risk management skills be improved?

2. Why do you think that programme risk management skills should be improved as you
suggest?
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Table 7: Expected intervention themes on how to address skills challenges based on
a review of general skills-related literature

Thematic

No.
category

Theme
no.

Theme or intervention
construct

Theme description

1 Training

1

Training: definition

Training type: vocational

Training type: on-site and
distance

The process of acquiring knowledge,
typically in an institutional environment and
subsequently developing the skills required
for the job at hand.””78

Vocational training provides job-specific
technical training and hands-on instructions
leading to certification upon successful
completion.”%80

Training may occur in on-site and distance
formats for organisational stakeholders
who may not always be physically present
at a training venue, e.g. via postal cor-
respondence or online courses.?"%?

2 Skills

Personal skills

Technical or professional
skills

The skills needed to interact with others in
an organisation and accomplish tasks such
as communication, negotiation, customer/
supplier relationships, problem-solving and
team working.8%84

The abilities needed to perform
subject-specific or field-related tasks or
duties that may include engagement with
technology.8>8¢

3 Skills development
target groups

Attracting and developing
young talent

Skills development among
mature and other employees

Promoting careers and critical skills among
young people and developing strategies
that generate a sustainable supply or pipe-
line of young talent in those careers.?”88
Upskilling or reskilling more mature
workers already active in the workforce with
specific vocational programmes. 7?0

4 Structural skills
enablers

Legislation

Immigration policy

Accrediting or certifying
bodies

Government, academia
and industry partnerships or
collaborations

Using legislation as a catalyst for change
to address skills gaps in a post-education
system.?192

Using immigration policy to address skills
shortages. If well-managed, this could
provide a skilled labour force, while
developing a pool of home-grown skills for
future industry requirements.?*%
Accreditation and certification or-
ganisations must: (a) include skill-specific
education and skill acquisition as part of
their requirements for post-qualification
accreditation and cerfification; (b) verify
that certified members have the requisite
training.”>?¢

Government, education and industry need
to work together in addressing the skills
challenge.?”7®
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A southern African skills framework for programme risk management

Table 8 shows that the interview-based interventions specific to programme risk management
mapped neatly onto the interventions derived from the skills-based literature. The interview
data added programme risk-specific information to the general skills development information,
covering all four literature-based thematic categories: training, specific skills, skills develop-
ment target groups, and structural skills enablers. The thematic data analysis tables (Table 7
and Table 8) show that training and structural definition-based non-training interventions are
required to address programme risk management sKkills challenges in southern Africa. This
ability to map the interview information to the literature-based interventions boosts confidence
in the trustworthiness and credibility of the findings.”

A notable finding was that interviewees expressed the need to understand and explore the
meaning of the terms programme, programme management and programme risk management,
rather than only focusing on discussing ways to address skills challenges. This uncertainty
about the meaning of these terms was unexpected, as all the interviewees reported that they
had more than 10 years’ experience in programme management. However, this uncertainty re-
flects the currently undefined nature of the terms programme and programme management in
practice.0010L102103104105 Mytiple meanings attributed to the terms programme and programme
management lead to confusion about what each term means.'0%10%108,10%110

This finding indicates the need for an in-depth investigation into issues related to pro-
gramme management standardisation to allow for general agreement on what these terms
mean in practice. Defining the terms programme, programme management and programme
risk management was identified as a structural skill enabler in the present study, as shown in
Table 9. We, therefore, recommend that organisations develop a skills specification framework
for programme risk management that specifically includes organisation-specific definitions of
these terms, which would allow programme management stakeholders to improve programme
risk management in their organisations. Table 9 provides an outline of such a skills specification
framework, which is derived from the main thematic categories described in Table 6 to Table 8,
namely, structural skills enablers, technical skills and personal skills. The skills development
target groups theme will inform approaches to, and the content of, planned interventions.

As outlined earlier, addressing challenges related to programme risk management sKkills re-
quires training and non-training interventions. In addition to technical and personal skills that
could be developed through training, this framework indicates the structural enablers required
to facilitate the transfer of these skills. Therefore, this framework may serve as a valuable guide
to addressing the challenges related to programme risk management skills.
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Table 9: Outline of a programme risk management skills framework

Thematic

Description Characteristics (themes)
category
Structural skills Formal policies, legislation, * People, processes, procedures and tools
enablers regulations and systems that * Specification of the concepts programme and
provide a framework-based programme management
environment to address skills
challenges
Skills Technical * Requirement for generalists rather than specialists
e Programme risk management execution
* Programme benefits realisation
* Value of risk management
e Business understanding
* Risk management capability
* Risk aggregation
* Interdependency and interface management
e Programme risk management maturity level
Skills Personal e Communication skills

 Strategic thinking
* Knowledge-sharing culture

Conclusions, recommendations and policy implications

This study: ranked the challenges related to programme risk management in southern Africa;
and explored ways to address these challenges to improve programme management practice in
southern Africa by focusing on improving programme risk management skills in the region.
The resulting literature-based and interview-based skills improvement interventions and the
skills framework for programme risk management provide information that organisations
could use to plan interventions to enhance their programme risk management activities in
southern Africa. These findings are further expected to be of value to other regions, as the
inadequate application of programme risk management is not only a southern African issue.
The study contributes a practical view of programme risk management skills to the academic
literature and a structure on which to base further research on the topic. This study provides
theoretical and practical insight into a field that is important in terms of the African devel-
opment agenda, as current knowledge is inadequate to support the implementation of large
project-based programmes.

Addressing these challenges requires more than just training-based interventions. The
framework presented in this study provides a structure on which organisations can fashion
their approach to programme risk management. Hence, this enquiry provided a unique and
practical picture of what is required to strengthen programme risk management, thereby allow-
ing for more effective execution of programme risk management.
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