Michelle Burgess

Shaking the trees

£ Aon strategic programme consultant, Dana Wiesner, and
Aon associate partner, Michelle Burgess, speak to Pensions
Age about how a strategic programme consultant working
with a trustee board can shake up its project management
and BAU tasks into a more efficient process
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‘i Wiesner: Any pension scheme that has
got more than one project on the go that
are interdependent would benefit from
having a strategic programme consultant,
or when a trustee board is thinking about
the scheme’s future.

The difference between a strategic
programme consultant and a project
manager is that a project manager
looks at how to get from A to B for a
specific project. Meanwhile, a strategic
programme consultant looks at all the
projects, aims and business as usual
(BAU) and determines how to manage
these in the most efficient way. A strategic
programme consultant manages, but they
also consult across the board.
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We look at the whole and we will
even explore the projects that haven't
started yet. So, we will be asking probing
questions like, “Where do you think
your future is going?” And explain that
possibly, “in order to get there, you need
to start considering this now, because it's
too late to consider that project in two
years time’, for example.

Burgess: We are seeing that for
trustee boards, bandwidth can be a real
barrier to completing everything they
need to do to achieve their strategic
objectives. Therefore, being effective
in approaching your projects and
managing those becomes even more
important. And that’s where the strategic
programme consultancy comes in and
can really add value.

How does a strategic programme
consultant work, in a practical sense?
Burgess: If I think of examples across
most of my clients, they all have multiple
projects and often they are struggling to
know how to navigate these, especially as
they can cross different business streams.

So, looking at this through the
strategic programme consultant lens,
its making sure that you're fitting those
together in the right way, and in an
effective order.

Often there is a very defined order
that things should be done in, but
trustees really need help and guidance
through not only working out the
programme of work, but then just
keeping all of those things on track with
realistic targets, while maintaining their
BAU work.

So that’s where we think that strategic
programme consultants can really add
value by bringing knowledge, skills and
experience, while having oversight of
these different projects. Also, by knowing
how to put them together, but also
how to keep them on track and to give
the trustees what they need to get them
to make decisions in an effective
way without soaking up lots of their
agenda time.
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Wiesner: We ordinarily get brought
in when the trustees suddenly have this
epiphany that they’ve got a problem.
There’s a lot of panic about how they can’t
do it all at the same time, and how to
navigate it.

Our team comes in and starts asking
questions about each of the individual
projects that are already in flight, and
about what else is still coming. We also
meet with administrators and say, “right,
what do you know about that we need to
consider? I call it ‘shaking the trees’ to see
what falls out.

Once we've got a good understanding
of all the different projects and their
interdependencies, we establish the most
efficient way of delivering them.

I often find myself having to say to
the trustees and corporate sponsor that
they are going to have to stop that project
and put that on hold while we are busy
with a different one.

It can also be about managing the
expectations of the corporate sponsor
regarding timings, where they can be in a
rush to wind up the scheme. So, we have
conversations with them, saying, “okay,
in order for you to get here, these are the
25 things you need to do, and they all
have a natural order in which they need
to happen”

I think the value that we add is being
able to step out of the noise, to look in.

A large part of what we do is
educational. We educate the trustees,
and the specialists involved with their
various projects, as well as getting people
to talk to each other. It's about connecting
the dots.

Why might now be a good time for
schemes to consider having a strategic
programme consultant?
Burgess: From a broad pensions
landscape point of view, there has never
been a time when there’s been more
ongoing projects for trustees, with lots of
complexity and interdependencies.
Wiesner: In the near future, were
going to be called in earlier to work with

trustee boards, but for now I would say
that it really is dependent on the trustee
board as to when they think they’re going
to need help. Ideally the minute they go
out of their comfort zone, I would say is
when they need help. I think they need to
bring us in when they know that they’ve
got more than one thing on the go ata
time, to have us help them.

Burgess: Once clients have a strategic
programme consultant, it becomes an
extension of their team. They tend to stay
on the whole journey with the trustees
once they’re in.

What makes for a successful strategic
programme consultant/trustee board
relationship?
Wiesner: Building up a trust base
is really important and that takes
some time. Transparency is also
paramount in all of this, along with
open communication throughout. We
may not individually have the answer to
everything, but we are very fortunate that
at Aon, we have 1,000s of other people’s
expertise to fall back on.

What you want is a hive of activity
at the beginning, while everything is
being established. Then the noise settles
down as the work is happening, before
an upturn again during delivery. What I
say to trustees is “this is what I’'m going to
report to you on, because this is the stuff
you have to know. Is there anything else
would you like to know?”.

What should trustees look at for as
signs the that the relationship may not
be going well?

Wiesner: The trustees need to avoid
micromanaging the projects. They
definitely need to set the scene of what it
is that they need, but they need to then
allow the specialists to do their job.

I would also suggest trustees not to
ignore things and to not avoid having
difficult conversations with the strategic
programme consultant.

Burgess: I think relationships are
really key. This is very much a strategic
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partnership with trustees. The investment
consultant will have a very specific role,
as will the scheme actuary, but this really
is partnering with the trustees to help
them with meet their strategic objectives.
So, it’s making sure that you understand
what you what each of you wants from
that relationship.

How do you do see the strategic
programme consultant market
developing?

Wiesner: For our team, we are not
restricted, we are not purposefully
restricting ourselves to one area of the
industry. A lot of focus at the moment

is on DB pension schemes. But actually
once you get into a relationship with your
strategic programme consultant, there
is nothing stopping them from helping
deliver other programmes of work. We
are not only working on DB projects,
we're working on investment projects,
we're working on DC projects, and were
moving into the talents space as well.

Burgess: In the medium term, we
know that pension schemes have a lot
of huge projects ahead, so we can see a
huge demand for strategic programme
consultants. There is a huge resource gap
in the industry generally, which lends
itself to people that can help schemes
manage their projects efficiently and
effectively.

In the longer term, beyond the
current space of large DB projects, the
DC space is expanding with increasingly
complex solutions, which may benefit
from strategic programme management.
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