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This report, revised and updated for its 
third edition, considers why so many 
business transformation programmes fail 
and how organisations can enhance the 
chance of success.

Our researchers looked at case studies of 
transformations that had successfully delivered 
the anticipated results, as well as those that 
failed. We talked with academics, business 
leaders and consultants to identify common 
mistakes that can derail a programme. 

This report is a practical guide for any 
organisation embarking on transformation.   

It is organised into two broad sections.

Section one identifies six common reasons for 
programme failure.  

1.  Organisational leaders don’t know what they 
want

2. The market is changing

3. Business transformations are set up to fail

4.  The antibodies of change kick in and the 
change is rejected

5. Not everyone can lead a transformation

6.  Failure to consider the whole operating model

 
Section two highlights six drivers of successful 
business transformation projects and makes 
specific recommendations for any organisation 
embarking on one. The results are summarised in 
the MindMap® overleaf.

1. Invest wisely: Go live is just the start
Some organisations see launching a new HRIS, 
for instance, as a transformation. They will 
spend 80% of funding on the technology and 
consultants, 20% on their internal team, and 
pay little more than lip service to the end-to-end 
process review and change implementation 
support that is likely to be needed.  

For most, going live is just the start of the real 
challenge of driving adoption and ensuring long-
term sustainability. Those that recognise this early, 
and allocate at least 10% of their programme 
spend to process improvement and change 
management, have a greater chance of success. 

2. Focus on the outcomes
Readers of Steven Covey’s book, The Seven 
Habits of Highly Effective People, will remember 
habit number two: ‘Begin with the end in mind’. Yet, 
although 20 million copies of that book were sold, 
not quite as many appear to have been read. 

Too many projects crash and burn because of a 
lack of vision or focus. Leaders who see a project 
that has no sense of direction or destination will 
stop it in its tracks before any potential benefits 
are realised.

3. Be rigorous in your approach
Successful business transformation requires the 
best in programme management. This starts with 
a shared recognition that it is not business as 
usual. Transformation teams need to understand 
the business strategy and possess the discipline 
to raise issues immediately and the flexibility to 
learn from their mistakes. Deep sponsorship at 
the heart of the organisation is crucial.

4. Hire the right change leader and the 
best team
Because transformation requires a different set of 
skills from business as usual, many organisations 
find they need to bring in external expertise. One 
thing is sure: you won’t find one individual with 
all the skills necessary, so transformation teams 
need to be cross-functional and have access to 
all parts of the organisation, including leadership.  
 
5. Create an environment that listens, 
empowers and engages
One-way communication describing the benefits 
of change is a way of ticking a task off the 
project plan, but beyond that it is of little use. 
Change challenges people emotionally and 
psychologically and only a genuine exchange of 
views will win hearts and minds.

Executive summary
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6. Develop a mindset around a ‘culture 
of agile’
A transformation programme is a dynamic 
environment needing an ever-changing mix of 
resources and skillsets.

This means anticipating and responding to 
change by making best use of new technologies 
and flexing the membership of the programme 
team as the transformation unfolds to combat 
programme fatigue and ensure the right people 
with the right skills are in the right place at the 
right time. 

An agile culture needs the right sponsorship to 
work effectively. Otherwise it becomes another 
piece of box ticking jargon. 

And remember, the agile approach does not work 
in all circumstances. Use it wisely.

 

A word on terminology
The words ‘change’ and ‘transformation’ 
are often used interchangeably. We believe 
there is an important distinction in the 
business context. 

A transformation programme tends to involve 
a whole business or business unit and results 
in changes in several areas. Any major 
transformation project will include a number 
of individual change projects, often focusing 
on individual processes.

We believe this is an important distinction for 
transformational success, but not everyone will 
agree with our definition. In conversation many 
people will continue to use the first word that 
comes to mind. For the purposes of this report 
we have chosen to report interviewee quotes 
verbatim, rather than adapt them to be 
consistent with our preferred definition. 

MindMap®: Change Associates’ drivers of business transformation success
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“If you look at them in light of what they 
could be, however, most commercial 
corporations are underachievers. They 
exist at an early stage of evolution; they 
develop and exploit only a small fraction 

of their potential. Consider their high 
mortality rate. By 1983, one-third of the 
1970 Fortune 500 companies had been 
acquired or broken into pieces or had 

merged with other companies.”

Arie de Geus, The Living Company1

 
The average life expectancy of a Northern 
Hemisphere corporation is just 20 years. Even 
after eliminating those that barely survived infancy, 
the average rises to just 50 years. Yet some firms, 
such as the Sumitomo Corporation, have managed 
to survive for several hundred years.

What, asked Arie de Geus in his HBR 
article2, explains the shortfall between potential 
corporate life expectancy and the actuality? 

The former Shell boss identified a number 
of organisational and leadership traits that 
characterised living companies. He believed long-
lived organisations thought beyond the need for 
short-term economic goals and recognised the 
organisation as a community of human beings that 
is in the business of survival.

This thinking (combined with four personality traits 
of conservatism in financing; sensitivity to the world 
around them; awareness of their identity; and 
tolerance of new ideas) created organisations that 
were uncommonly good at learning, adapting and 
transforming. 

So, is there a clear blueprint for success that 
guarantees survival? Sadly not, and not even de 
Geus’ long-lived exemplars are immune. Since 
1997, when de Geus identified 30 companies 
that had shown corporate longevity, at least 
some would not make a new edition of the book. 
Swedish packaging firm Stora, with roots going 
back to the 1300s, merged with Enso Oyi in 1998, 
while Kodak limps on, a shadow of its former self.

Why should business survival – and by extension 
business transformation –  be so tough?  

Largely because so much lies beyond our control. 

The economy may follow broadly predictable 
cycles, but human beings rarely do. Change 
creates emotional, irrational responses that can 
derail any transformation project.

And it is sustainable change to which organisations 
should aspire. McKinsey’s landmark global survey3 
found just 26 percent of transformations had been 
very or completely successful at both improving 
performance and sustaining improvements 
over time. More recently Econocom found 
that more than a quarter of 150 IT and finance 
decision makers from UK retail, legal and financial 
services organisation surveyed had seen a digital 
transformation project fail.4 

It’s only natural; without the activities that are 
needed to enable the change to stick, human 
nature pulls us back to our comfort zone. Old 
organisational logic, however illogical, puts the 
handbrake on change. 

Not to mention the complexity involved in dealing 
with investors and key stakeholders whose 
expectations and understanding of transformation 
are key to determining whether a project is 
perceived as successful. Often this is decided far 
too soon, and the appetite for transformation can 
be lost. Understanding investors and stakeholders 
is vital if we are to avoid coming to a standstill.

There is no silver bullet. But we want to improve 
organisations’ chance of success. 

Change Associates’ researchers analysed 
best practice case studies and interviewed 
numerous experts and practitioners about their 
experiences of successful and unsuccessful 
transformation projects. 

Emerging themes were discussed with an 
invited audience at a round table event to identify 
reasons why transformations fail and the drivers of 
successful projects.

We cannot guarantee success, but we believe 
these ideas will give you an edge. 

We’d be delighted to hear your feedback.

Introduction
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1. Organisational leaders don’t 
know what they want

The starting point for any transformation has to be 
absolute clarity on what problems or opportunities 
are facing the business, how one problem creates 
another, and why a transformation is necessary to 
solve them. Too many business transformations are 
initiated without a clear definition of these points.

a. Companies lose sight of the problem 
they are trying to solve
Discrete problems can escalate into 
transformation projects when companies get 
side-tracked by solutions and lose sight of the 
objectives. Some organisations don’t take time to 
establish objectives before diving into expensive, 
time-consuming initiatives.

b. Project mentality leads to over-
complication
When project mentality narrows focus, goals 
and benefits can become separated from the 
true purpose of the project. This inevitably leads 
organisations to over-complicate the process and 
over-engineer the solution.

An example from a BT call centre transformation 
demonstrates the point:
 

“Employees were using a system with 
seven different screens, tabbing across 
and copying information – it was very 

time-consuming. Now the business case 
showed that, every morning, people were 

taking ten minutes logging in, and the 
same after lunch. With 1,100 [people]
in contact centres – the business case 
for new systems and ways of working 

suggested a financial saving equivalent of 
70 FTEs. However, in reality, people were 

coming in ten minutes early, switching 
on, making tea, chatting, and doing 
this laborious part in their own time. 

This is a prime example of the project 
team becoming too narrowly focused 
on project and goals (in this case task 
time), the goals becoming abstract and 
separated from the employees’ world.”

Adrian Binfield,  
HR Director, Group Function, BT Group

c.  It’s about what you destroy, not what 
you create

An obsession with transforming the way a 
company operates can lead transformation teams 
to overlook what already works well and miss 
what their solution might destroy. Vulnerabilities 
include intangible assets such as knowledge, 
goodwill and effective ways of working which 
have developed over years.

“At [another organisation], a number of 
potentially very large (£100m plus 10-

year) contracts didn’t get off the ground. 
Why? Because these major outsourcing 
operations are about people, and people 
process, not just transactions, and you 
need to care when people are involved. 
Everything is an emotional transaction 
- whether promotion, pay increase, 

redundancy.... Events that affect people 
and their families. Also they need to look 
at the ‘good’ in the firm, look at the role 
models, look at the good practice that 
already exists before you embark on 

changing and potentially destroying it.”
Kath Lowey, Partner, 
Horton International

Part one:  6 reasons why 
business transformations fail 
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d. Leaders at the very top are the most 
dangerous people in the organisation 
Put in a position of ultimate authority, perhaps 
approaching the latter part of their career, and 
invariably wishing to make their mark rapidly, 
leaders at the very top of an organisation can 
make dramatic decisions to achieve short-term 
gains, sometimes at the expense of the long-
term success of the business. 

Examples include Marconi, Northwest Water, 
Kodak, Compaq – companies that once 
dominated their industries until myopic decision-
making by a leader resulted in colossal failure.

A leader’s tenure often begins when 
transformation is considered necessary 
to respond to market forces or competitor 
challenges. Expectations can pressurise 
leaders into immediate action to demonstrate 
quick wins, instead of taking time to get an 
understanding of the challenge and the impact 
it – and the proposed solution – may have on the 
organisation. 

For listed businesses, the need to report 
quarterly earnings and to provide forward 
indications of revenue and growth can result in an 
excessive focus on quick wins. Leaders in other 
organisations, such as Unilever, are now taking 
a different approach to managing the markets, 
striving to achieve the right balance between 
short- and long-term objectives.

2. The market is changing

A key driver of transformation is the need 
to respond to changes in the market place. 
Forward-thinking organisations will boldly initiate 
transformation to pre-empt future changes and 
capitalise on opportunities.

Others will be set in their ways and sluggish to 
respond. New organisations, free of embedded 
cultures and working practices, have flexibility to 
create ways of working that are fit for the future, 
often using the latest technology, and so seize 
market share from more established brands.

a. Digital is changing the basis for 
competition
Digital disruption has changed most, if not all, 
industries. This is a change initiated at least as 

much by consumer demand as by organisations 
pushing services through digital channels. 

Consumers’ appetite for digital connectivity has 
broken down barriers and enabled organisations 
to communicate with their market like never 
before. Witness the change made by Netflix from 
operating as LoveFilm and sending DVDs in the 
post to a world leader in streaming content to 
users under its current brand.

“This is partly a generational difference; 
young people have no fear, they 

expect digital connectivity, they attack 
information. Some industries will be 

affected more radically, more quickly.

Supermarkets can’t reinvent themselves 
fast enough, for example. You can’t let 

somebody do a better job for customers 
in digital, it’s that simple.”

Rob Fraser, Board Level Coach, 
formerly CIO Sainsbury’s

Companies unprepared for the new competitive 
landscape and looking to catch up with their 
digitally-savvy competition are certainly behind 
the curve, but have they missed the boat? Not 
necessarily. A strong and trusted brand could 
buy sufficient time and goodwill to adapt to their 
customers’ needs and maintain market share.

Secondly, not all ‘connected’ customers are the 
same – mass marketing the same digital content 
to customers is a definite no-no. Many customers 
prefer tradition, even pushing for digital detox.
What’s important is for companies to stay relevant 
by segmenting customers, and this is where 
legacy operational structures could make rapid 
transformation difficult without destroying the 
fabric of the organisation.

b. The pace of technological change 
makes transformation harder
Technology is evolving at an ever-increasing 
pace. In less than a decade we have gone from 
mass smartphone adoption to the first generation 
of autonomous driving vehicles. Start-up 
companies are taking advantage of technology, 
often building the organisation around the latest 
advances, while more established businesses 
struggle to keep up.
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Leaders of more established brands need to 
respond quickly in a dynamic environment, 
but their efforts are often frustrated by the 
encumbrances of mature organisations: legacy 
systems, straight-line depreciation of big IT 
investments and lengthy roll-outs. This means 
that, by the time transformation is complete, 
technology has moved on and the organisation 
is once again behind the curve. Witness 
the challenge Marks & Spencer faces. The 
current management talks about a long-term 
transformation needed in the business, significant 
investment required and the need for it to happen 
if the business is not going to go through a 
long slow decline. Will they be able to change 
at a pace required while impeded by inflexible 
systems, an expensive store estate and difficult 
cultural legacy?

The world has been transformed by access 
to large volumes of data and information. As 
technology creates more data than ever before, 
it can be a challenge to navigate through the 
complexity and get to real information on which to 
make informed choices.

c. Regulatory complexity is topping the 
risk list
In a recent survey5, 77% of respondents 
cited regulatory complexity as their top macro 
challenge when it comes to successful business 
transformation. Some firms report months of 
‘wasted’ time searching for solutions that comply 
with external regulations, with GDPR compliance 
during system implementation being a 
particular frustration.

Others described advanced projects being halted 
as they belatedly become aware of existing 
regulations or, frustratingly, new ones being 
imposed.

An awareness of the regulatory environment and 
an understanding of the business’s attitude to 
risk is essential, particularly in highly scrutinised 
environments such as Financial Services or 
Healthcare:

“In Financial Services, regulation means 
we have now become very risk-averse, 
requiring a wholly different mindset to 
be embraced. We look to hire people 

who are risk-averse, who understand the 
environment. Yet a level of risk is still

needed in transformation; it’s this balance 
that is essential. It is how you manage risk 

in transformation that is important.”
Kevin King, COO 

DXC Technology (EMEA)

As companies build new business models, 
tapping into digital channels, so a new level of 
regulatory upheaval brings further complexity. The 
challenge is dealing with regulation for the digital 
marketplace, focused on privacy, cybersecurity, 
resilience, and critical technology platforms.

3. Business transformations 
are set up to fail

Many transformations are doomed from the 
start because expectations are not established, 
the project lacks deep sponsorship, and there 
is insufficient commitment to the time needed 
outside of business as usual to make things 
happen.

a. We rush to the solution
An eagerness to respond, and the belief that 
the current management team is best placed to 
know how, can be dangerous when embarking 
on transformation. Success is unlikely when the 
basic elements are not in place and the transition 
from ‘as is’ to ‘to be’ is not carefully considered. 
The result can be a tunnel vision of simply getting 
to the solution as quickly as possible.

“In our eagerness to respond to the 
competition, we embark on large-

scale programmes - introducing SAP, 
for example, to reduce overheads or 

maintain competitive pricing. The issue 
is more that when making a big change 
like this, structural change still needs to 

follow strategy – not the other way round. 
Scope must be clearly defined, proper 

governance from day one, 
quantifiable deliverables, basic project 
plans even – the basic elements are 

consistently underestimated as we rush 
to the solution.”

Richard Finn, 
Associate & Board Level Coach, 

Richard Finn Ltd
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b. Business transformation is not the 
same as change
Where change can be defined as managing an 
organisation from A to B in a linear path with a 
defined outcome, transformation does not always 
have a clear end-point. If leaders fail to recognise 
the difference, they can either make unsound 
assumptions about the direction of travel or lose 
interest in a project that has yet to establish its 
destination.

The whole point of the Agile approach to projects 
is to set a broad end state objective to be 
achieved, often with a clear limit on spend, and 
to work progressively on delivery. 

The end state might change or require different 
solutions but the drip feed of solutions over time 
should lead to a radically different outcome for 
the organisation. This is transformational. 

One UK-based mortgage lender is progressively 
re-platforming its business. The programme 
is creating a radically different experience for 
customers, while aggressively tackling its legacy 
IT costs.

The change is helping the lender grow an already 
strong position in the market and ensuring it is 
effectively tackling the competitive dynamics of 
a highly regulated environment, the growth of 
challenger banks and increasingly demanding 
customers.

c. Failure to recognise that Business 
Transformation is a separate discipline 
Business Transformation is not business as usual. 
It requires its own dedicated approach, tools and 
effective leadership.

A programme dedicated to implementing new 
IT is not transformational if it does not transform 
the customer experience, reduce processing 
errors and cycle times and provide new ways of 
working in the organisation. 

A cost cutting programme is not transformation; 
in fact, it might even damage the organisation.

The discipline of transformation can involve all of 
the above changes, but it has to result in a new 
structure, new ways of working, new technology, 
all working cohesively in the organisation if a 
transformation is to happen.

d. A lack of rigour means time is 
wasted 
The rigour applied to projects and processes 
tends to be proportionate to the consequences 
of failure. All too often this is underestimated in 
transformation projects.

In many precision engineering environments, 
a zero-error culture is established. Consider a 
space mission or car safety programme, where 
human survival as a desired outcome provides 
absolute clarity on the need to get things right.

The survival of an organisation’s future should be 
approached with no less rigour. With the deep 
sponsorship needed to champion a business 
transformation should come the confidence that 
sponsors at all levels of the organisation will be 
committed and engaged. 

The question is whether this is possible for them 
to promise.  Existing responsibilities have a habit 
of getting in the way, and experts in the ‘as is’ 
environment may not be the best people to 
deliver the new one. 

Rigour is also needed to monitor progress and 
direction. A weekly report, for example, is about 
capturing risks, escalations, recording progress 
and highlighting successes.

Although all those things are important, delivering 
a report with this content is not an end it itself. Its 
purpose is to facilitate a high-quality conversation 
among the programme delivery team on the 
management of the programme.

Weekly updates to complex project plans, whilst 
useful, are administrative tasks that should be 
done pragmatically; programme teams that 
spend hours reviewing a plan have lost focus. 
The purpose of the plan is to provide a sense of 
direction and an appropriate level of control for a 
team. It enables the team to understand where 
they are going, how they need to work together 
and how they are all interdependent.
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4. The antibodies of change 
kick in and the change is 
rejected

Many people fear change because of the 
uncertainty it brings; they are primed to reject 
new ideas at the first indication of any issues. 
People are reassured by sticking with what they 
know; they will hold on to and defend old ways 
of working, even if there might be a better way. 
Those leading business transformations often fail 
to recognise or address this.

a. We radically under-invest in 
behavioural change
Everyone in the organisation needs to clearly 
understand why the transformation is happening 
and to be given the chance to have their opinions 
considered if they are to fully engage. They 
need to perceive leadership’s commitment as 
authentic.

“Most organisations don’t have the 
experience to invest sufficiently in 

change – there is no real depth to the 
commitment – they just go 

through the motions.”
Robin Davies, Director, TORI Global

The UK book retailer, Waterstones, has faced 
major challenges in the last decade or more, from 
online retailers such as Amazon, and from the 
emergence of digital publishing, 

The leadership team responded by encouraging 
and empowering store managers to be book 
sellers, rather than retail managers.

Corporate HQ recognises that individual store 
managers and their staff know their local 
customers better than the central buying and 
merchandising team and so control the stock 
they hold. Staff make personal handwritten 
recommendations displayed on the shelves.  
This fundamental shift away from centralised 
control behaviours has allowed the business 
to effectively compete in an intensely 
competitive market. 
 

b. We revert to what worked
The default response of reverting to what 
worked before when the going gets tough 
is understandable, if illogical. The fact that 
transformation was considered necessary is a 
clear indication that things were not working as 
they should. Yet human nature pulls us towards 
a comfort zone, even when it is clearly inefficient, 
no longer fit for purpose and potentially unable to 
sustain the organisation effectively into the future.

What made the old ways of working comfortable 
needs to be understood and documented before 
any changes are made, or the elastic will simply 
snap back into place.

A methodical approach to behavioural change 
therefore becomes imperative to keep 
momentum going in the right direction and for 
stumbling blocks to become challenges for all, 
rather than an opportunity for naysayers to say, 
“I told you it wasn’t going to work”.

5. Not everyone can lead a 
transformation

Business transformation is not business-as-
usual. Nor is it Project Management or Change 
Management. It requires a skillset that is not 
always readily available.

It would be foolish to believe that, however strong 
the leadership team is, they necessarily have the 
skillset to achieve a successful transformation 
outcome, even if they are able to shift their focus 
away from day-to-day responsibilities.
 
The following issues were heard frequently in our 
interviews.

a. “It’s impossible to train people to be 
change leaders”
Is it possible to train people to lead transformation 
if they do not already possess the skillset? Many 
doubt it and feel that to do so would require a 
behavioural change that unravels a management 
style developed over years.
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“No-one would debate the role of 
great leadership in the performance of 
the company. However, being a great 
‘change leader’ is something different 
and of fundamental importance to the 
success of a transformation, requiring 

character, almost spirit. We vastly 
overestimate the number of people who 

can deliver complex cross-functional 
change programmes.

We can all learn to play tennis at a high 
level, but we cannot all compete at 

Wimbledon! This is the trap we fall into 
– that anyone can learn to do complex 
change. At Sainsbury’s we found that 

transformations were consistently 
successful where change leadership 

‘character’ was right.”
Rob Fraser Board Level Coach 

formerly CIO Sainsbury’s

b. We get the project team wrong
Even if the organisation has a perfect 
understanding of why business transformation is 
required, success will be at risk without having 
deeply rooted sponsors and a project team made 
up of the right people with relevant skills and 
experience.

Both sponsors and project team members need 
to be:

 u  ready to live and breathe the transformation 
because they fully believe in its necessity

 u  motivated to be rigorous in their approach 
and the role they play

 u  aware of the differences between change 
and transformation

 u  prepared for the fact that success might 
require resilience to obstacles along the way 
as assumptions are disproved

 In short, the business transformation leadership 
team and sponsors must understand and commit 
to what needs to be done and the skills required. 
If they identify that they are not best placed to 
manage the change, then the right people should 
be hired in. 

The Primary Colours® Model of Leadership, 
developed by David Pendleton and Adrian 
Furnham (2012), is predicated on the assumption 
that it is highly unlikely that any one individual can 
excel in all leadership capabilities. This approach 
encourages business leaders to augment their 
capability with a balanced leadership team and 
bring in external expertise where it is not available 
in-house. 

See “The Primary Colours® Model of Leadership” 
on page 11.

c. We do not adequately resource the 
change
Having the right people in place is not enough 
unless they have the time to focus on the 
transformation. It is difficult to add value when 
current responsibilities are jostling for priority.

Choosing a business transformation team on the 
basis of their availability or expecting them to fit it 
in with the day job are unlikely strategies to lead 
to great success. 

If you need to delay the launch of your project to 
get the right team in place, then do so. 

Rushing into a project with the wrong people 
may demonstrate admirable enthusiasm, but the 
collateral damage will impact the credibility of the 
programme and the results.

d. There can be a tension between 
project and process
There can often be dividing lines between 
consultants, whose focus can be on the end 
delivery of the agreed project, and executives, 
who need to keep business-as-usual processes 
running in the meantime. Only with flexibility on 
both sides will the transformation succeed.
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6. Failure to consider the 
whole operating model

Your business’s operating model is a system of 
processes, roles, systems and more. When one 
part changes, it’s likely that the others will also 
need to adapt to ensure those changes have the 
required impact. 
 
But all too often, change is made in isolation. 
As a result, change projects fail to deliver 
transformational change, at best achieving 
incremental change, or at worst disrupting a 
balanced system and making things worse. 
 
a. No one owns the operating model
Different parts of the operating model tend to be 
owned by different functions. HR normally owns 
the people structures; operations is responsible 
for processes, and so on. 

But it’s rare for someone or a defined group to be 
given accountability for making sure the elements 
operate within a single coherent operating model. 

Project teams may have this role during the 
change process, but post-implementation, the 
accountability tends to fall between the cracks. 

It’s important to identify who in your organisation 
has accountability for the operating model in the 
long term. 

b. No one has a single view of the 
whole operating model
Building on the previous point, it’s also rare 
for one person or team to have responsibility 
for documenting the operating model and 
establishing one version of the truth. 

Without this documentation, ideally held on a 
system such as OrgVue, the organisation cannot 
establish a view of how well it performs, what 
change – if any – is needed, or the impact of any 
change. 

c. No one has the capability to change 
the operating model
Most functioning organisations have people 
who can change processes and organisational 
structures, but we often see a lack of capability 
around changing the whole operating model. 

As a minimum this capability should be present 
on any change project, and ideally should be in 
a place as a business-as-usual capability. In this 
way the operating model can constantly adjust to 
the changing business environment incrementally 
rather than relying on disruptive step changes 
every two or three years. 
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The Primary Colours® Model of Leadership, 
developed by David Pendleton and Adrian 
Furnham (2012), considers the tasks that 
leaders have to do and is founded on five 
ideas:

1.  Personality affects leadership behaviour, 
which affects engagement and 
performance.

2.   Because personality is hard to change, 
it is highly unlikely that any one individual 
will excel in all the necessary leadership 
capabilities.

3.  The best way to provide full leadership 
capability is to assemble teams comprising 
individuals with complementary capabilities.

4.   To make this effective, leaders need to be 
skilled in collaborating with those who bring 
different contributions.

5.   Shared mental models are key to enabling 
collaboration and constructive conflict.

This refreshing and, for many leaders, liberating 
view of leadership rejects the idea that leaders 
need to be omnicompetent. It gives business 
leaders ‘permission’ to accept their limitations, 
focus on what they are best at and bring in 
expertise and competence where it
is needed.

Some CEOs are excellent at setting a vision 
and strategic direction for their organisation 
but may need a strong Finance Director with 
operational expertise to convert that vision 
into a plan and deliver the results. Equally, it 
may need the intervention of an emotionally 
intelligent Sales Director to get people rallying 
around the vision and working together on 
the plan. This approach results in leadership 
teams that are balanced and complementary 
in their composition and the focused and 
cost effective use of external expertise when 
required.

The model can be usefully applied in the 
assessment, selection and development of 
leadership teams. For details please email 
info@changeassociates.com.

The Primary Colours® Model of Leadership Developed by David Pendleton and Adrian Furnham

The Primary Colours® Model of Leadership
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There is no one single improvement that can 
be made to transformation projects to make 
the difference between success and failure. 
Transformation undertakings are hugely difficult. All 
people, process and technology considerations 
must be correct, assumptions regularly tested, and 
change initiatives carefully balanced for a perfect 
outcome. 

This means compromises along the way, as 
initiatives can conflict, e.g. driving out cost by 
radical downsizing then finding customer service 
levels have deteriorated to an unacceptable level.

Business leaders in our study offered the following 
insights for increasing the chances of a  successful 
transformation.

1. Invest wisely: Go Live is just 
the start

In some organisations, the go live point of a project 
is the time to breathe a sigh of relief and head off to 
celebrate. 

Celebrating significant milestones is an important 
part of any project. But seeing, for instance, the 
launch of a new HRIS as an end point is folly. Until 
widespread adoption and sustainability is assured, 
the project is far from over.  

Placing most of the project investment in the pre-
launch is a common but highly flawed approach. 
An overwhelming weight of evidence demonstrates 
that the hard work starts post-implementation. 

Recommendation 1.1 Invest in 
post-go live activity to ensure 
sustained success 
We normally recommend that at least 15% of your 
budget should be invested in post-launch change 
support activities such as communications and 
adoption, and a further five to ten per cent into end-
to-end processes. 

Transformation business cases should have a 
ringfenced sustainability budget built in, because it 
is in this phase that agility and adoption become  
 

hugely important to short-term success and long-
term continuous improvement. 

2. Focus on the outcomes

Many projects still fail through a lack of focus or 
vision, resulting in the brakes being applied, a loss 
of direction and an obsession with the minutiae 
of the immediate problems at hand. Always keep 
focus on the desired outcome in order to avoid 
‘nibbling at the edges of transformation’.

Recommendation 2.1 Take time to 
understand what it is you really want 
Make sure you continuously ask ‘why?’ and 
that everyone involved understands the answer. 
Encourage a culture of openness so difficult 
questions get asked from all levels of the 
organisation.

Do not assume there is a simple solution and that 
focusing on a few key points means everything 
else will fall into place. Ensure everything is 
considered.

“Too often we hope for a silver bullet, 
to solve two or three things and then 

the change will have been successful. 
This doesn’t happen. Transformations 

are complicated jigsaws – multi-faceted 
– with bits missing. We need to lay this 
out at the start, take time and effort to 
understand all the aspects of what this 

change will be about.”
Adrian Binfield,  

HR Director, Group Function, BT Group

Recommendation 2.2 Define and 
measure success based on the 

outcome you want to achieve and don’t 
take your foot off the gas 

Do not expect quick wins to be enough to solve 
the big issues. It can lead you to stop before 
transformation is complete. For example, the 
implementation of a new technology does not 
mean success has been achieved if it was 
intended as an enabler to a bigger result.

Part two: Recommendations
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“It is the outcome that a new product 
enables that is important - more 
customers, happier customers, 

better profitability.”
Adrian Binfield 

HR Director, Group Function,  BT Group

When the solution becomes the problem, 
you end up with a different problem to solve – 
something that often happens in capital projects. 

The implementation of an HRIS system, for 
example, can reveal the inadequacies of the 
existing HR processes and infrastructure. 

If these are not reviewed and addressed before 
the implementation, the HRIS can become the 
focus of blame for these failings. 

This unhelpfully distracts attention away from 
solving the problem in hand and can fatally taint 
the reputation of the system. 

Recommendation 2.3 Understand 
and educate - transformation is 
not the same as change
We have already highlighted the difference 
between change and transformation. 

Transformation requires continuous assessment 
and improvement as initiatives uncover whether 
initial explorations and assumptions turn out to 
be as successful or accurate as hoped. It is 
vitally important that stakeholders understand the 
difference between transformation and change 
and know how to identify when to apply the 
brakes - and when to go full steam ahead:

“Success is measured by stakeholder 
expectations, so their perception of 

change versus transformation is important. 
The transformation leadership needs the 

courage to educate stakeholders and give 
them the confidence to see it through. 

Transformation is necessarily 
complex and harsh but if we can 

accept that change is different, we are 
more likely to succeed.

Tim Howse, VP Organisational Governance and 
Planning, World Duty Free Group

 

Recommendation 2.4 Don’t boil 
the ocean 
Problems need to be broken down to make 
sure the real issues are being dealt with and 
transformation isn’t being viewed as a need – 
or the opportunity to change everything. The 
potential over-complexity of finding solutions to 
solve everything at once can lead to issues that 
were not part of the original problem taking on a 
distracting level of importance.

In practice, this can mean taking a fresh look at 
the transformation plan after the first tranche of 
activity has taken place. 

A transformation plan shouldn’t stretch out over 
18 months or you will not deliver it. You can 
roadmap for the longer term, but you cannot 
anticipate the impact of changes as the project 
progresses. 

Provide detail for the first three months then 
reassess and rethink on a continual basis over 
your programme timeline.

3. Be rigorous in your 
approach

Successful execution at each stage requires 
rigour, and this starts with an understanding that 
business transformation is not business as usual.

Recommendation 3.1 Make sure the 
transformation leadership team fully 
understands the business strategy 
Desired outcomes need to be clear and defined, 
even though the route to their achievement 
may not be. Everything needs to link and be 
measured back to these outcomes. 

Recommendation 3.2 Adopt and adapt 
proven improvement disciplines 

“I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 
ways that won’t work.”
Thomas Edison, Inventor

In precision engineering, many scenarios may 
be tested rigorously and fail before a successful 
outcome is achieved. A culture that accepts this 
kind of failure as a step towards the solution is a 
positive environment for transformation.
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Generally speaking, a transformation programme 
is going to fail – or be perceived to have failed 
– before it works. Smart organisations such as 
Tesla and Virgin accept small failures as part of the 
learning process.

Take Google Glass – cited as a failure by the 
media yet coined as a prototype by Google and 
now considered almost a footnote in Google’s 
tech history. 

For the time being at least.

It is not an option in business transformation to 
reach a point where the best effort came close 
enough and decide ‘it will do’. But there will be 
times when it is good enough to launch now 
and continuously improve after go live. This 
continuous improvement should continue for as 
long as the transformation is relevant and current. 

Recommendation 3.3 Flag issues daily 
The required outcome may be defined in terms of 
broad-based goals rather than fixed objectives, 
but without frequent checking for issues the 
project can easily be taken off track.

“Good projects advance a day at a time 
– call things out as they happen, take 

people with you on the journey.”
Rob Fraser, Board Level Coach, 

formerly CIO Sainsbury’s

Transformation teams must take the opportunity 
to flag issues to the executive team and deliver 
difficult messages as a unified team. 

Recommendation 3.4 Don’t 
cut corners! 
If people are tasked with working ‘on’ the 
business whilst still working ‘in’ the business, 
they can find themselves in a stressful situation, 
unable to do either job well. It is essential to 
create momentum behind the change without 
having a stop-start approach caused by a need 
to fulfil business-as-usual activities.

If an organisation cannot dedicate people to 
the project for its duration it may be necessary 
to bring in additional help to lead the change 
initiative or to back-fill work in the business. 

Every cut corner puts success at risk and 
the perceived cost or time saving should be 

balanced against the potential cost of a failed 
transformation.

Recommendation 3.5 Make sponsorship 
deep with responsibility for alignment 
behind the change
Sponsorship has to reach into all areas of 
the organisation that will be affected by the 
transformation and which can contribute to a 
successful outcome. This not only provides 
insight and early identification of issues, it also 
ensures communication can happen on a peer-
to-peer basis.

Consequence management should identify 
essential services and workflows within the 
organisation that must be monitored and 
protected to ensure transformation does not 
stall business as usual by disrupting critical 
processes. Deep sponsorship can ensure issues 
are identified before it is too late.

Recommendation 3.6 Take stakeholder 
groups seriously – What’s in it for me? 
Different individuals will have a different take 
on the business transformation, depending on 
a number of variables. Understanding where 
people sit in terms of their support – or otherwise 
– is essential to securing their engagement.

4. Hire the right change leader 
and the best team

It is important that the transformation team has 
the right skills and the members are not seen 
as part of the standard organisational hierarchy. 
The team needs to be cross-functional and have 
access to all levels of the organisation.

Recommendation 4.1 Be clear on how 
much real change leadership you have 
in the firm
Do not assume the people running the 
business ‘as is’ are the people who can take 
the organisation towards the ‘to be’. Identify the 
right people early on and analyse successes 
and failures during the transformation in terms of 
people skills and the ability to manage complexity 
and behavioural change. 

In 2014, a leading financial services company 
analysed why change failed and what 
characteristics were prevalent across failed  
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projects. They found that, again and again, the 
key issue was change leadership. 

The lesson is to identify your most talented 
change leaders and develop and empower them. 
Train others who have a significant role to play in 
the transformation and bring in external expertise 
and change leadership where it is needed. 

Recommendation 4.2 Get the mix right 
Effective transformation teams have an optimum 
mix of skills and experience spanning two core 
dimensions.

First, there needs to be a mix of change leaders 
with the technical ability to make things happen 
(project management, finance, IT, etc.) and the 
skills to enable transformation: change, training, 
planning, communications, etc.

Second, it can be important to have the right 
balance of internal and external resources to 
create a ‘task force’ that can operate outside of 
the usual hierarchy to access the right people at 
the right time. This task force approach ensures 
the team has the right blend of experience, and 
can be useful for bypassing political situations 
and maintaining focus on key deliverables.

Getting this right from the start and ensuring
external resources have the right industry 
knowledge is imperative.

“To drive real change in a technically and 
organisationally complex industry like oil 
and gas, you need people who really 
understand the industry; people who 

can have the right conversations. Often 
people fall into the trap of thinking that 
driving change is a general skill. In my 

experience success requires some very 
specific experience and capability”
Andy Tidey, Global Head of Performance 

Improvement at Wood Mackenzie.

5. Create an environment that 
listens, empowers and engages
It is a mistake to consider only the rational reactions 
to transformation and believe everyone will follow 
that path because the benefits are ‘obvious’. 

All too often, change communications programmes 
broadcast to the masses and do not allow for 
feedback. A two-way communication process can 
draw out the emotional or irrational viewpoints and 
address them.

Recommendation 5.1 Understand the 
mindsets that exist

“Visionary companies display a powerful 
drive for progress that enables them to 

change and adapt without compromising 
their cherished core ideals.”
Jim Collins and Jerry l. Porras,  

“Built to Last: Successful Habits of Visionary 
Companies” 6

Dismissing the possibility of key influencers in 
the organisation having a different viewpoint than 
management puts change initiatives on the back 
foot from the outset. Involving employees in the 
business issues and listening to their opinions is 
critical to understanding their current position and, 
if necessary, forming a strategy for trying to change 
it. In this sense, change communications must be 
adapted to the needs of different groups.

“Making changes at a company like BT 
requires you to understand the mindset 

and work with what you have. Then shifting 
it becomes easier. It is not the case as you 
might think that at a company with a strong 
heritage like BT you can’t change things. 

I’ve seen this before – the negative impact 
that comes with change – the suspicion 

that arises.But if you change the mindset, 
and involve your people from the start, then 

they will think in different ways about the 
business and their roles and will change 

huge amounts.”
Adrian Binfield 

HR Director, Group Function, BT Group

Recommendation 5.2 Co-create 
your solution
Achieving buy-in is difficult without involving 
employees in the analysis and debate about 
solutions. It is too easy to shut the door so 
doubters and objectors cannot have their say,  
when in fact their opinions may hold the key 
to success. 
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This sense of collaboration is fundamental to 
success but may be at risk when a project team 
becomes too single-minded.

Organisations that recognise the link between 
project mentality and the need for collaboration, 
and consult the wider organisation early, can 
ensure employees are involved and empowered 
to make change happen for themselves.

Recommendation 5.3 Invest up front in 
hearts and minds
Making operational change happen through a 
dictatorial approach is attractive. It’s easier and 
can be highly effective. Changing minds and 
behaviours is more difficult.

But in an increasingly democratic workplace, in 
which employees feel able to reject change on 
the basis ‘nobody asked me for my opinion’, 
business leaders have to motivate people to 
change by demonstrating the benefits to each 
individual.

Insufficient effort is put into behavioural change 
because it is more difficult or not scalable. 
Companies have a choice: invest in engaging 
hearts and minds to achieve buy-in, or create 
change in a vacuum and sort out the 
mess afterwards.

“The Kotter model is a good starting point. 
However, the issue here is that we rarely 

get beyond the first four steps as we 
are not managing the change properly. 
We get buried more and more into the 

structure of the project, timelines, costing, 
ever more sophisticated systems. The 

human element is the big issue. We need 
to get people aligned, involved, skilled 

up, change the way of working. It’s about 
bringing in a new world.”

Kevin King  
COO DXC Technology (EMEA)

 
Recommendation 5.4 Analyse impact, 
measure and continuously improve
Transformation can be about discovering what 
doesn’t work as much as what does. Pilot 
solutions to test and improve with metrics specific 

to the transformation and get feedback from 
the organisation before assuming a solution will 
provide the answer.

Ensure you are measuring the right things to 
ensure effectiveness. Metrics drive behaviour and 
we have heard of one project in which number of 
meetings held was a key measurement. 

You can guess how that team spent most of 
their time.

6. Develop a mindset around 
a ‘culture of agile’

The process of established organisations 
changing working practices - and the mindsets 
of employees - is often compared with a super 
tanker changing course. It’s always been slow 
and inconvenient, but now, for firms faced with 
young, nimble, technologically savvy competition, 
it can be disastrous.

Less than a decade ago, an agile culture was a 
strong form of competitive advantage. It is fast 
becoming a basic requirement for survival.

Being agile is about a constant state of change- 
readiness and delivery, a recognition that change 
will always be necessary, and pre-empting the 
need for change rather than reaching a point 
where transformation is in response to a crisis. 
It’s about agile IT implementation and the culture 
needed to support this approach.

It’s also about being agile in talent management – 
knowing when, and when not, to bring in external 
resources to support your transformation.

Recommendation 6.1 Anticipate 
changes in the environment

“New players have no organisational logic 
to unlearn that would put the 

handbrake on change.  
You need to remain agile to respond 

to new competition.”
Richard Finn, Associate & Board Level Coach, 

Richard Finn Ltd

Our research indicated knee-jerk transformations 
in response to a sudden awakening are always 
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going to be difficult to achieve. Organisations 
need to stay  alert, prepare for the fact that 
transformation might be required and be testing 
and learning all the time.

Recommendation 6.2 Invest in creating 
an agile culture
Organisations that invest in creating agile cultures 
soon recognise that testing and adapting is an 
ongoing process rather than a one-off end-to-
end process. Nowhere has this become more 
apparent than in the ongoing roll out of new 
technological solutions…

With digital or technology solutions so different 
now from five years ago, developing a mindset 
around a culture of ‘agile’ is becoming essential. 
Most people have ‘grown up’ with and know 
and feel comfortable working in a waterfall IT 
environment – linear in its processes, structured 
in its releases. Now there is a need for 
greater flexibility. 

It’s about being iterative in your approach to 
technology - you can release in a different way. 
The trouble is we force-fit these new technologies 
into a waterfall approach. An agile mindset needs 
to be adopted in how we implement as well as 
how we learn and anticipate change.

Recommendation 6.3 Be smart in your 
use of technology
The agile approach originated in technology and 
software where projects are broken down into 
smaller development cycles to build and release 
functional modules of a bigger system. 

Investing in plug-and-play technology and the 
opportunity to be device-agnostic means we 
can build solutions step-by-step to invoke a 
gradual change and invest in ‘chunks’ rather than 
assume a full solution from the outset. Quick 
releases become proofs of concept that aid the 
direction of further development and unearth 
issues quickly. This ‘fail fast’ and continuous 
learning environment can prevent big technology 
failures that distract from the project’s mission as 
it becomes solely about getting the tech to work.

For instance, compare SAP to Workday. 
Where millions would have been ploughed into 
enterprise systems, platform-based growth is 
now possible, with a need for one big launch, 

followed by continual releases of new and 
improved functionality and causing far less 
disruption for the agile organisation. And because 
Workday is a more open system than SAP, there 
is a great ability to add additional services to 
the platform.

Amazon provides a template for this style of 
development. The online giant has developed 
from its original roots as a book distributor to 
encompass online publishing, video, music 
streaming, web services and acting as a 
development platform. These new services 
have largely been through stealthy, methodical 
developments, often beta tested with segments, 
rather than radical changes to the existing core 
product.

Be clever in your approach to technology and 
you will progressively change the organisation, 
gradually taking on more and more without 
needing to do it all ‘tomorrow’. 

Where an overwhelming amount of data, 
information and cyber-risk may be seen to be 
making transformation decisions and business 
cases harder, if you are smart and stay tuned to 
the latest technology, make sensible decisions on 
what to divest, and create a mindset based on a 
culture of agile you will be able to transform your 
organisation substantially.

Recommendation 6.4 Keep team 
membership fluid as the project 
demands
Project teams and leadership must be fit for 
purpose. Often this means bringing in the right 
people when they are needed, and not assuming 
expertise is available in-house or leaders will cope 
with the time demands required for successful 
transformation.

Equally, skills and expertise based on historical 
knowledge of ‘as is’ are not necessarily the 
same skills and expertise needed to take the 
organisation on to ‘to be’.

For many companies, the use of fixed-cost 
consultancies with more rigid approaches can 
result in cultural mismatch. Companies should 
consider why they are bringing in external help 
and ensure cultural or behavioural fit. 
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Recommendation 6.5 Agile only makes 
sense in some circumstances

“We found in surveys of Agile teams that 
some 80 percent to 90 percent of Agile 

teams perceive tension between the way 
the Agile team is run and the way the 

whole organization is run. In half of those 
cases, the tension was “serious.” 

Stephen Denning, The Age of Agile: How Smart 
Companies Are Transforming the 

Way Work Gets Done

The Agile approach has transcended IT projects 
to gain traction in all business transformation. It is 
a powerful, rapid and often effective approach. 
But it is not right for every environment. 

Many organisations have been grappling with 
how best to use Agile delivery methods. 

PepsiCo, for example, now talks about using 

“WAgile” in their IT function – a combination of 
Waterfall and Agile delivery approaches that aims 
to achieve the benefits of both worlds. 

Many larger consultancies and in-house teams 
now talk of using Sprints, Prototyping and 
Minimum Viable Product when rolling out Cloud 
solutions from software vendors. 

The ideal environment for Agile is an organisation 
that needs to progressively roll out new 
technology, can use micro services to do so, 
can create multi-disciplinary teams so end users 
and customers can be represented, can create 
a situation in which teams don’t have to comply 
with the usual corporate bureaucracy and where 
the leadership is willing to make the change 
happen. 

If these conditions don’t exist, agile initiatives will fail. 

And so will any business transformation based on 
their principles. 

Conclusions
1. Organisational leaders don’t know what they want

2. The market is changing

3. Business transformations are set up to fail

4. The antibodies of change kick in and the change is rejected

5.  Not everyone can lead a transformation 

6.  Failure to consider the whole operating model can lead to unsustainable change

Most business transformation projects fail.

People leading transformations fail to realise business benefits; they fail to take people with them; and too 
often they fail to have a clear vision of the required end state. 

And, while it is often the case that the wrong people are involved in business transformation, this failure is not 
because these people are fools. It’s because business transformation is fiendishly difficult. 

Several of our interviewees emphasised that while they had been successful in their projects, every project 
will have its own, often very different, challenges and a blueprint for success will forever be elusive. We 
recognise this, and so this report aims to provide some implementable guidelines that will enhance the 
likelihood of success rather than guarantee it.
 
We hope you find our recommendations useful in your next transformation project. 

If you would like to discuss the contents of this report or your business transformation project 
please call Change Associates on +44 (0) 207 1011 979 or email info@changeassociates.com 
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