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For Zhe He, the bestie who has been there every day of the journey from baby shark to total corporate badass. 
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INTRODUCTION
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T

his book is about the messy political endeavour of large-scale transformation. 

No one does big transformation programmes for fun. Every transformation begins because there is an organisational, commercial, or technical problem that needs to be fixed. Transformations change an organisation’s mission, products, services, processes, and people. This kind of change requires investing to improve what you already have rather than building or buying something completely new (what I think of as innovation). That ‘definition’ is intentionally broad because so are transformations.

One thing that is common across all transformations is office politics. Organisations are political systems by nature. Resources are limited, priorities compete, and different groups have conflicting interests. Pretending these dynamics don't exist doesn't make them disappear. It just means you're operating without understanding the forces that will determine whether your transformation succeeds or fails.

We make a theatrical production of ‘bringing people on the journey’ when change and buy-in most often emerge in the aftermath of a series of successful power plays and waves of productive resistance. For any leader tasked with the job to deliver a transformation, learning to facilitate rather than control and to enable rather than engineer is Change 101. There is no way to fake that because it becomes very clear, very quickly, which command and control leaders simply do not understand why people show up to their meetings but don't actually change how they work. 

Most transformation leaders confuse participation with engagement and compliance with commitment. Participation looks like this: People attend meetings when invited. They provide input when asked. They follow new processes when reminded. They agree with the rationale for change. They complete training programmes. They respond to surveys.

Mobilisation looks like this: People create informal networks to advance transformation goals. They volunteer for transformation activities without being asked. They defend the transformation when colleagues criticise it. They experiment with new approaches in their daily work. They share what they've learned with other teams. They make personal sacrifices to ensure transformation success.

The difference is initiative and ownership. Participants wait to be asked. Advocates act without permission.

Participation is easier to measure and feels more controllable. You can count meeting attendance, survey completion rates, and training hours. Mobilisation is messier and harder to orchestrate, but it's what actually creates sustainable change. So why is best practice co-creation still all about employee surveys, all-hands calls, and intranet blasts about what’s changing?
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Why Successful Transformations Are an Endangered Species 
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It is not news that most transformations fail. The commonly quoted estimate is that 70 percent of transformations die before delivering anything valuable. However, the 70 percent figure is a little outdated given that it comes from a Harvard Business Review (HBR) article from 1993 written by one Michael Hammer (Hammer and Champy, 1993). Change guru Kotter then repeated that figure in HBR (1996), which is where most people think the stat comes from. 

Beyond being slightly outdated research at over 30 years old, we also misremember the original estimates in an epic game of broken telephone across generations and geographies. What Hammer and his co-author, Champy, actually wrote was: ‘our unscientific estimate is that as many as 50 to 70 percent of the organisations that undertake reengineering effort do not achieve the dramatic results they intend’. That is quite different from ‘70 percent of all transformations fail’.  

So, are the real numbers better? Sadly, they are not.

A 2021 survey looked at a broad range of industries with a wide geographic reach. The survey asked about digital transformations specifically and the rate they came up with was 31 percent (McKinsey & Company).

The second point of the MBB triangle, Boston Consulting Group (BCG), found in their research a 26 percent rate of corporate transformations that fail to generate short and long-term value (BCG, 2024). More recent BCG research showed that 66 percent of companies reported successful transformations, but only 53 percent could show actual business impact or results from the transformation (Reeves et al, 2024).  

The third member of the MBB club, Bain & Company, has some of the highest failure estimations with its 88 percent rate of business transformations not fulfilling their original ambitions (Slagt, Burke, and Cochemé, 2024). 

My anecdotal experiences have shown me that there are six common categories of failure: Vision, Process, People, Leadership, and Budget.  

1.  Vision is Only Discussed in the CEO Update

Purpose and vision are not fluffy buzzwords, regardless of how many times you have seen them referenced in your favourite consultants’ proposals. Where there is no clear vision, there is no way for employees to understand and achieve what is expected of them. 

2.  Process Fails

Decision-making and planning processes need to function to allow leaders to prepare the organisation for anticipated changes adequately. 
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3.  People Fails

Avoidance of accountability, lack of motivation to change, and poor alignment of employee values with the organisation's values all contribute to people feeling less than enthusiastic about transformation. Poor role definition or contradictions between stated roles and the daily work employees are expected to do also create challenges.

Ignoring research that 68 per cent of successful transformations actively involved employees, only 35 per cent of change programmes engage employees across levels for feedback or new ideas (Bassford, Schaninger, and Viruleg, 2015).  

4.  Leadership Fails

The world’s largest leadership survey from Development Dimensions International found that we are in a global leadership credibility crisis, with trust in immediate managers plummeting from 46 percent to 29 percent in two years (DDI, 2025b). Poor leadership, insufficient leadership support for change, unrealistic expectations on leadership, and a lack of emotional intelligence and situational awareness from leadership to navigate barriers all contribute to less leadership credibility and eventual failure.

What leaders say is as important as what they do because employees want to hear about unpopular change from two people: the person they report to and a leader at the top.

Unless managers take the time to justify the need for change and persuade their employees to accept change, it is unrealistic for managers to expect employees to embrace changes that alter the status quo.

5.  Political Fails

Politics is the most obvious transformation assassins are possible. 

Projects get defunded when sponsors lose confidence. Teams get disbanded and redeployed when they lose organisational support. Leaders get removed when they exhaust their credibility and outlive their usefulness.

Political capital provides the buffer necessary to weather these challenges. It creates space for your transformation to prove itself before facing judgment. It provides protection when inevitable setbacks occur.

6.  You Need a Budget to Cut the Budget

The most effective way to convince people that you, as their leader, care about something is to pay for it. Over 15,000 survey respondents in the Kane et al. study (2019) reported that transformation initiatives were successful when their company had invested appropriately in resources. Unsurprisingly, where transformations did not have sufficient resources, only 34 percent reported successful transformation outcomes (Kane et al., 2019; Shein, 2022). 

Beyond actually making transformation achievable, a budget for investment makes people feel that the transformation is achievable. Leaders who accept the reality of not being able to cost-cut their way to growth are rare indeed. If there is no budget line associated with it in implementation, you may never get beyond the planning and pilot stages.

When you're able to link improvements to things that people care about, that can be incredibly powerful. Usually, we ‘punish’ a team for using less budget than they had rather than rewarding them. Cost-cutting activities by their very nature disincentivise themselves because people know that if they don't spend their whole budget, they won't get that budget next year, whether they need it or not. They may, in fact, get a reduced budget because the thinking is that if you didn't spend your budget, you don't need it. Even if they know that now, they may be in a period of relative stability towards stagnation, and in the future, there are events that will happen that will force the need for growth.

It is much more logical and rational from the perspective of the leader to not want to decrease your budget, knowing that that is your prize for being more efficient. Linking improvements to increased budget, even if those improvements need to be cost improvements, is very helpful, or to increased flexibility or access to budget when you need it.
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What to Expect in This Book
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I've come to think of any large-scale transformation as a complex system of interdependent (and often conflicting) parts—external inputs feed in. Internal transformative mechanisms process these inputs. Outputs emerge for users. Feedback loops ensure the whole thing can evolve as inputs and user needs change. You get unexpected results when you remove or add parts to the system. 

Think of this book as your very own TPS or Transformation Positioning System. Think of it the same way you think of GPS. On the one hand, its role is to help you find where you are in relation to other places. It also helps you pick a route that best suits you, navigating with confidence that the tool will show you where you need to go, even if you don't necessarily know the terrain yourself.

Once you're able to orient yourself and find your space, it becomes easy to understand the intended use of all the elements of the TPS. First among them is thinking through orienting yourself - diagnosing the culture you're working within.

The transformation positioning system isn't just about finding your bearings technically - it's about understanding the human and political landscape you're navigating. Your sponsor choice, cultural diagnosis, and leadership style must align with the reality of your organisation, not your aspirations for it.

To increase the likelihood of staying off the trail that leads to Transformation Death Valley, I have six core beliefs about leading change.


	Politics, power plays, and resistance don’t have to cause as many transformation failures as they do.

	Culture eats everything else for breakfast.

	Resistance to change is a ladder you don’t need to tear down. 

	Power plays push people away from resistance to acceptance, while political influence pulls them closer to engagement and ownership

	Sponsors lend transformations advocacy, air cover, and credibility.

	The right people to deliver change aren’t necessarily your best people.

	Plans mean nothing without planning.

	Build a transformation delivery infrastructure that works with the culture you have, not the culture you want. 



The levers to implement those ideas are:


	Your change leadership infrastructure (e.g., your transformation management office (TMO), planning, communications, etc.)

	Your power and influence

	The seven levels of buy-in

	The four cultural operating models
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As an emerging or established manager of change, reflect on the seven ideas as provocations that become more useful when you add a sprinkle of your scepticism with a spoonful of reality to swallow. Decide which makes sense in your context and which of them to discard. If an approach is something you have already tried and there is no reason to believe it will work this time, skip to the next chapter. You have institutional memory and context on your side, so the advice of external advisors should be complementary, not supplementary. 

The courage to be guided, not driven, and go your own way should not be underestimated. 

I have relearned that lesson several times over the last 15 years and two dozen major transformations. Going your own way has its own risks, but to make change, you have to get used to feeling awkward, unpopular, and divisive. 

I have had United Nations organisations calling me names like we were teenagers and actively working to block my attempts to hold them accountable. I have had construction managers tell me I have no honour and artistic directors telling me that I was using ‘legal loopholes’ to oppress them with my change. I have had board members pushback on my appointment because I was trying to impose my own views and bias on their company. I even worked with someone who threw things at my head on a daily basis as his way of coping with the pressure of large-scale transformation.

All of that noise takes its toll unless you have a mindset that is committed entirely to the transformation and doing what's right, even if it temporarily limits your career options or turns you into a Disney villain in some people’s minds. 

The question isn't whether you'll get sucked into the office politics and executive power plays. The question is whether you'll sink or swim, even when it’s your blood in the water.
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IDEA 1
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POLITICS AND RESISTANCE DON’T HAVE TO CAUSE AS MANY TRANSFORMATION FAILURES AS THEY DO

––––––––
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CHAPTER 1: POLITICAL CAPITAL IS THE CURRENCY TO BUY SECOND CHANCES
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P

olitical capital is the positive balance of credibility you build through delivering value to your organisation and stakeholders. It's the goodwill you earn by consistently solving problems, exceeding expectations, and making other people successful. Think of it as relationship currency that you accumulate specifically to spend when relationships come under strain.

Transformation work inevitably creates friction. Your team will make mistakes, challenge established ways of working, and conflict with people who prefer the status quo. Your transformation initiatives will threaten existing power structures and require difficult trade-offs. Without political capital, these pressures destroy relationships. With it, you can intervene to maintain trust and collaboration when they're most needed.
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Leading Humans, Not Resources
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Before we dive deeper into political dynamics, I need to address something that bothers me enormously. I find it quite offensive that we've commodified labour and people so much that we're now okay with calling human beings 'resources' like we're discussing chairs or tables. If people are just chairs or tables, they are interchangeable, easily substituted, and it is not a big deal to lose a few. This is a really problematic way to start thinking about people because we can use chairs and tables for whatever we need to use them for. Their intended purpose might be clear, but there's also room for interpretation, and they're supposed to be used.

It's a free pass to unethical behaviour, and I don't think it's too harsh to remind us all how well treating people like things has gone in the past. Remember slavery, for example? It is also telling who is considered a resource and who isn't. Employees are resources. Managers, directors, VPs, and equivalents are 'leadership', never resources. That language promotes leaders to a higher level of importance than ordinary employees. That unearned status boost, in turn, helps leaders accumulate resources (including more employees) to become even more important.

Sometimes we convince ourselves that this is the way it has to be. Leaders matter, workers work, and anyone who disagrees with those is in trouble. Our position and status are safer when we respect the hierarchy. Real-life transformations have often taught me otherwise. Things always work better when I have a team that allows me to work for them instead of the other way around. To do that, though, I need to know that I can trust them to make the right decisions and get stuff done, and I have learned never to assume competence.
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House of (Transformation) Cards
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Transformation is always political because it changes who has power, influence, and access to resources. That impact is good when it supports personal, group, and organisational goals, but bad political behaviour does more harm than the absence of support. Bad political behaviours discourage trust, nurture fear, and create disunity among employees.

Understanding these dynamics upfront helps you design approaches that work with human nature rather than against it. I don’t have an MBA, but I am pretty sure there isn’t a module on Survivor: Organisational Transformation Edition. Outplaying and outsmarting your colleagues isn’t something most of us come to work to do. We want to get things done and don’t want to become a villain to make progress. Your transformation is not a version of Survivor, and you won’t escape getting voted off the island with lies and double-crossing. The ones who win the transformation games are those who build the political capital they need without resorting to unethical behaviour or burning every bridge around them.  

Still, we make a theatrical production of 'bringing people on the journey' when change and buy-in most often emerge in the aftermath of a series of successful power plays and waves of productive resistance. For any leader tasked with the job to deliver a transformation, learning to facilitate rather than control and to enable rather than engineer is Change 101. There is no way to fake that because it becomes very clear, very quickly, which command and control leaders simply do not understand why people show up to their meetings but don't actually change how they work.

People closest to the work and the problems often have the best solutions. Our role as transformation leaders is to create conditions for people to experiment with and stress-test those solutions. How we do that is not solely through better communications and planning. We also need to flex our power, allocate our political capital, and manage predictable patterns of resistance. That is how we gently push people from not particularly caring about the transformation programme to wanting to be actively involved in change.

Involvement isn't just about attending the town hall. Management research defines 'involvement' as how much employees get to influence and make decisions. Input can range from giving random, unspecific information to having mutual ownership for outputs and outcomes. The more people get involved, the more influential the politics and power dynamics between them become.
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So What?
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Political capital isn't optional in transformation work. It's the buffer that keeps your initiative alive when inevitable setbacks occur. Without it, the first mistake your team makes becomes their last chance. Start building relationships and delivering value before you need to spend that goodwill. Most importantly, remember that transformation happens through people, not resources. The language you use shapes how you think, and how you think shapes how you lead.
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CHAPTER 2: BE HONEST. RESISTANCE IS NEVER REALLY A SURPRISE.
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S

taff often have very rational reasons not to get excited about another change programme. Maybe they've seen five failed transformations before. Maybe they're tired of consultants taking credit for their ideas. Maybe they know something you don't. That small group of detractors often have the best insights about what's wrong with the system.

When long-term employees resist transformation approaches, they're often protecting successful practices that aren't obvious to newcomers. Their resistance contains valuable information about what's worked before and why previous changes succeeded or failed. The resistance you're trying to eliminate often contains the data you need to succeed.

Since you're most often dealing with group dynamics and not managing individual responses to change, you're navigating a complex web of relationships that either enable or prevent collective capability and acceptance. Every interaction either strengthens or weakens the network of trust and collaboration your transformation requires. This means your primary job isn't to be charismatic or inspiring. It's to create conditions where relationships can flourish under pressure.

Transformation creates stress, uncertainty, and competing priorities. Without strong relationships, these pressures fragment teams and derail progress. With strong relationships, the same pressures can actually strengthen collective resolve and capability.
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