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Get Clear: 

 What Can You Do 
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Business Transformation 
The process of fundamentally changing the systems, 
processes, people, and technology across a whole  
business or business unit. 
 
 
Two-thirds of digital transformation initiatives fail.  
The same holds true for agile transformations.  
And it has been this way for years.  
 
All the strategic advice and best practices published in the past 
haven’t reduced the sheer size of the problem. Why not? 
 
It’s certainly not because executives leading the business are utterly 
incompetent and ignorant. Quite the opposite. They are typically 
extraordinarily bright and forward-looking people. Otherwise, they 
would not be in charge in the first place. 
 
The same is true for all the regularly engaged parties: consultants, 
software providers, and system integrators.  
 
Everybody is trying—no,  doing—the best he (or she) can to make 
these transformation initiatives a success. 
 
The roots of this problem go deeper. 
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We're talking about systemic failure. 
 
Most companies approach their transformation programs from a 
primarily technological (digital transformation) or organizational 
(agile transformation) perspective. 
 
They realize that they must leverage the latest technologies to  
make their processes more efficient and their product and  
service offerings more attractive. Furthermore, they feel that their 
organizations need to become more adaptive to successfully 
respond to increasing dynamic market developments. 
 
Unfortunately, the implementation of state-of-the-art technology or 
the introduction of agile frameworks alone does not automatically 
generate better results. 
 
In focusing a change driven by technology and organization, 
executives tend to shrug off the fact that their companies are 
complex systems embedded in multiple evolving environments. 
 

Approach corporate transformation in the form of local 
therapy, and you treat the symptoms of the emergent 
disease instead of curing it. 
 
In the end, local improvements will only make matters worse: if the 
signs of a systemic disorder are suppressed, the root cause will only 
become harder to identify. 
 
So why would anyone do something so shortsighted?  
Frankly, because it’s easier.  
 
It’s easier to focus on changing one specific area than it is to 
scrutinize every aspect of the system and assess the entire 
business. 
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Unfortunately, the corporate system behaves like a “typical” system, 
and there are all kinds of feedback loops that torpedo sustainable 
progress in your transformation.  
 
Sometimes (and often enough) these feedback loops are so 
severely compromised that "self-adjustment" is not possible. 
 
Limited clarity about the dynamics of the corporate 
ecosystem can have dire consequences. 
 
So what can you do to fare better than the failing majority? 
 
First, you need to gain clarity about the (evolving) conditions that 
drive systemic change. And second, you need to consider all the 
system’s components when planning and executing the transition  
to a better performing business. 
 
Only if you understand and address the interconnections and 
behavior of your system will you be able to take it to the next level. 
 
Therefore, you must… 
 

• Situate, or contextualize, the company within its external 
environment. 

• Identify the intra-company’s structural relationships and 
interdependencies. 

• Develop a balanced, comprehensive vision and approach  
for change. 

 
If you want to get more clarity about what we mean specifically, 
continue reading. It’s your business’s fate that’s on the line. 
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It’s Your Turn 
 
Whether you’re a CXO or a divisional leader, a business / technology 
manager, a strategist or an implementer, it is likely that you will 
sooner or later be engaged in transforming your company’s way of 
working. As such, you will be tasked with shaping, planning, and 
orchestrating a significant redirection of your organization.  
 
You might think this is just another challenge—but it’s not. 
 
A transformational change is no business-as-usual 
project, no standard technology upgrade, no cost-cutting 
reorganization initiative. 
 
It’s much more profound.  
 
It’s about questioning and changing the fundamental parameters of 
your business. It’s a journey that can make or break your company’s 
chances of sustained success. 
 
While there’s plenty of well-meant advice out there, in the end: 
 

It’s your business, your responsibility, your decision. 
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In the process of corporate transformation, whether digital or agility 
driven, you will be confronted with multiple challenges at once, 
including: 
 

• A complex and dynamic ecosystem; 

• Corporate limitations and trade-offs; and 

• Human challenges like fear of and resistance to change. 

 
Most digital and agile transformation initiatives are triggered by  
the recognition that the economic and social environments are 
changing so drastically that it’s not possible for a company to 
continue as is. 
 
In the post-industrial digital age, the unabated pace of technological 
progress means not only that new solutions are continually 
emerging, but also that new competitors are shaking up the market. 
 
The pervasiveness of digital technologies, the undeniable impact of 
climate change, and the deep schism of societies mean that the 
social conditions for companies will continue to evolve drastically in 
the future. 
 
As well, the cornucopia of entrepreneurial opportunities is not 
inexhaustible. 
 
Add in that corporate organizations are complex systems, and you 
are faced with a situation that you can hardly control. 
 

A decision always implies a trade-off and a limitation of 
possibilities in other areas. 
 
Shareholders rarely go “all in” when it comes to sacrificing actual 
earnings in favor of a risky transformation. As such, budgets are 
regularly constrained. But on the other hand, this does not 
necessarily mean that expectations are limited. 
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You must therefore spend your time and money wisely. To make  
the right decisions, you need clarity about the expected impacts—
immediate and delayed, direct and indirect. 
 
Money spent on technology cannot be invested in your workforce. 
Delayed or indirect side effects of significant changes might also 
incur additional spending that further reduces the available budget 
or funding. 
 
It’s common for these factors to not be initially taken into account.  
 

Experience shows that it’s often those overlooked 
second- and third-degree expenses that finally kill a 
business case. 
 
Lastly, as human beings, we are social creatures who strive for 
recognition and security. 
 
Our mental capabilities to grasp and assess situations and 
information are heavily influenced by our individual experiences  
and expertise. We may consider ourselves rational, but we’re not.  
 
As Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman points out in his book Thinking, 
Fast and Slow, humans are driven by fear, loathe uncertainty, and 
prefer the known and familiar. As such, their—our—decisions often 
don’t make sense. 
 
Let’s be honest: As an erroneous individual equipped with limited 
means and tasked with changing a complex system in a dynamic 
ecosystem—you barely stand a chance. 
 
So why not start by getting clear about the mess and understanding 
the logic of failure? 
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The Logic of Failure 
 
In his book The Logic of Failure: Recognizing and Avoiding Error in 
Complex Situations, Professor Dietrich Dörner describes the results 
of a series of computer simulations he and his scientific team 
conducted to figure out which decision strategies would yield the 
best results under complex conditions. 
 
In his studies he tasked dozens of volunteers with improving the 
living situation of a fictitious native East African tribe and leading 
them out of poverty. The virtual (transformation) leaders were given 
the power to implement a range of development aid measures, from 
building wells and scaling agriculture to electrification and 
improving medical care. 
 
Unfortunately, most of the participants eventually killed the entire 
tribe. Not intentionally, of course, and not by a single bad decision 
that sparked a catastrophe. They induced catastrophic spirals by 
ignoring the complex, systemic character of the ecosystem, the 
hidden, non-linear dynamics, and by not practicing patient and 
balanced decision-making. As we all know: well-meant is not 
necessarily well done. 
 
Complexity kills the best intentions. 
 
In contrast to complicated situations, where you can determine 
precise cause-and-effect chains with enough effort, the exact 
behavior of complex systems is often unclear and unpredictable. 
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Hasty, biased, or one-sided decisions can cause the previously 
balanced system to become unstable and collapse. You definitely 
want to avoid such a scenario, so keep in mind: 
 
When transforming your business, you are inducing 
instability into a complex, potentially fragile system. 
 
Too much focus on one area, and hidden feedback loops can cause 
major, unforeseen side effects in other areas. 
 
Focus on transforming your technology and organization only, and 
you might discourage your staff and ruin your corporate culture, 
including negatively impacting the quality of your solution and your 
customer experience. 
 
The few successful participants in Dörner’s experiments had one 
thing in common: they first tried to understand the behavior of the 
ecosystem by looking at the different levers and understanding their 
impact on the entire system. 
 
Change a little bit of this, then observe and adjust. Change a little bit 
of that—observe, adjust. Only when they clearly understood the 
rough dynamics did they begin to expand and scale their activities. 
 
So, here are a few takeaways to consider when planning for your 
transformation journey: 
 

• Apply systems thinking 
• Uncover hidden feedback loops 
• Evaluate cause and effect relationships 
• Expect second- and third-degree impacts 
• Start small and scale cautiously 

 
And last but not least:  
 

• Use common sense 
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Mind the Gap 
 
The company running the London Underground, Transport for 
London, knows that they, again and again, have to remind their 
passengers to “Mind the Gap!” Else, people will get trapped  
between the trains and platforms—or stumble and fall. 
 
When talking about digital or agile transformations of corporate 
systems, this reminder is essential in the same manner. 
 
Mind the System! 
 
Don’t ignore any of the system’s components when trying to take 
your business to the next level. On a high level, these components 
are: 
 

• Technology – infrastructure, tools, and techniques 
• People – capacity, capability, and competence 
• Organization – structures and processes 
• Corporate culture –mindset, behavior, and leadership 
• Solutions – products and services 
• Clients – customers and users 

 
When planning for the transformation, try to hypothesize how a 
change in one area might affect the other areas, and then effectively 
monitor the real impact to validate or falsify your assumptions. 
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Some of these hypotheses come naturally, such as those that relate 
to a clear, direct cause-and-effect relationship and are mostly 
quantifiable —come naturally: if you implement a certain technology, 
then your business processes will be much more efficient; you can 
reduce the headcount by 5% and increase your profit by 2%. 
 
Other hypotheses—those that often relate to second- or third-degree 
impact—are more difficult to develop: if you introduce design 
thinking methods into your organization, then you will improve 
customer focus, which will lead to better solutions. Your customers 
will love it and buy more. Not so easy to quantify or validate, is it? 
 
A third kind of hypothesis is often entirely disregarded. These 
hypotheses typically refer to the “opportunity cost” of decisions—
that is, the impact of doing one thing instead of another, or of not 
doing something at all. Think of a decision to include yet another 
feature in a technical solution at the cost of spending that budget  
on enabling the employees to use the system effectively. 
 
In complex systems, changing something creates 
expected and unexpected effects. But NOT changing 
something also has an effect. 
 
So, mind the gap. If you implement agile frameworks without 
changing your culture, people will experience this move as 
Transformation Theater, as a show without substance, and will 
resist the change. Don’t be misled though:  
 
“Mind the System” is not about doing everything at once—it is about 
creating an overview perspective to increase the awareness of all 
factors in play and their mutual impact. 
 
The trick is to develop—and validate—assumptions about the wider 
effects of planned measures to ensure they generate the highest 
possible value—without causing excessive instability in the system. 
 
To the point: it’s about balance. 
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Balance Your Act 
 
Systems seek stability. Transformation, as late organization 
theorist Professor Peter Kruse emphasized, should be considered  
as the transition of a system from one stable condition to another 
stable condition, ideally a condition with a higher overall value.  
But the transition comes at a cost: 
 
A transformation threatens the stability of the system. 
 
To cope with this instability, systems (must) develop balancing 
mechanisms. 
 
Let’s look at ourselves as human beings to understand what this 
implies: As a toddler, our drive to move, to stand up and walk—that 
is, to make progress—is overwhelming. No degree of pain and failure 
can prevent us from trying again and again, until we master the skill 
of walking. 
 
Once we walk, we develop our movement capabilities further: we 
start climbing, running, balancing. 
 
We learn that we need to shift our center when we take one foot off 
the ground, that we need to use the other arm or even a leg to 
maintain our balance when we bend over and reach for something 
that is almost out of reach. 
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Balance provides stability. Balance allows us to move ahead in a 
complex environment, to progress, to change position without falling 
over. 
 
But when we’re being pushed too hard or tripping over something we 
missed, we might lose our balance and topple. 
 
Back to business: 
 
When transforming an enterprise, the goal must be not 
to fall flat on your face. 
 
You need to be on the lookout for trip hazards. It is crucial to clearly 
understand which component of the system needs to be dealt with, 
alongside the induced change in another, in order to maintain 
balance during the transformative period of instability. 
 
Businesses typically don’t change position as naturally as human 
beings. This is because the various components are less closely 
interlinked, particular interests frequently take precedence over the 
overall goal, and learned, locally optimized behavioral patterns often 
prevent coordinated movement. 
 
But if you want to upgrade your business effectively, you need to 
acknowledge you won’t be able to do so on your own.  
 
You’ll need as many of your people on board as possible. 
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You’re in It Together 
 
A system’s elements are strongly dependent on each other— 
even if they’re not aware. 
 
Like a chain is only as strong as its weakest link, a business trans-
formation is also constrained by the component slowest to change. 
 
You can implement the latest state-of-the art technologies. But if 
your business users or customers are not able (i.e., enabled) to use 
them effectively, the benefit of the new provided features will not be 
realized quickly. 
 
You can implement agile frameworks in your technology 
organization, but if other departments like Finance, Legal, and 
Compliance still require a staged release process, you won’t be able 
to comprehensively yield the positive effects of business agility. 
 
Transformation is not a partial business discipline—it 
affects the entire organization. 
 
That does not mean that you have to deliberately engage in a full-
blown overhaul of every department. What it means is that you must 
make sure that the change you want to implement faces as few 
constraints as possible to be maximally effective. 
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Digital or agile transformations tend to put a heavy focus on a few 
areas and not consider the change readiness and change velocity of 
other areas. This often comes at a high price and is also the reason 
for the high rate of failure. 
 
You must acknowledge that as a company, you’re in it together. 
 
The component slowest to change determines the velocity 
and effectiveness of the transformation. 
 
You must identify that component and work hard to remove the 
constraints that prevent it from faster adjustment. 
 
Often, it’s not just one component that provides for such constraints, 
but many. They have to be dealt with one by one. 
 
The areas most often neglected in a business transformation are 
people as well as corporate culture—that is the capacity, capability, 
and competence of your staff as well as their motivation, mindset, 
and behavior. 
 
Many companies handicap themselves when transforming by not 
leveraging the full potential of these areas. 
 
Yet, once a gap is known, it’s easy to address—provided you have a 
leadership team in place that is committed to jointly move forward. 
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Lead It or Leave It 
 
Transforming your business means your entire organization will 
change. You will utilize new technologies. Perhaps you will develop 
new products, market new services. Surely, this will imply a change 
to existing structures and processes. And most likely, your staff will 
have to adopt a new way of thinking and working. 
 
Many changes will happen in parallel. You must actively engage—
and visibly lead—every one of them. 
 

Corporate systems, and especially the human resources 
working within them, are hesitant to change. 
 
Organizational inertia will likely prevail if you don’t manage to bring 
everybody on board for the journey. But “manage” is exactly the 
wrong word here. 
 
A purely managerial or directive attitude is counterproductive to 
implementing sustained change. Planning, tracking, and controlling 
the change won’t suffice. What is needed is a clear goal, effective 
leadership, and trust that the troops will follow the lead. In short: 
 
To effectively transform, a company’s center of gravity 
has to shift. 
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This shift starts with a clear vision of the change in the context of 
the evolving environments. People need to know where their 
company is headed—and why. 
 
But words without action are hollow. Without an immediately visible, 
sustainable change in the behavior of executives, the directional 
effect of a transformative vision will fizzle out. 
 
By not only promoting the vision, but by guiding by example, leaders 
display their sincere commitment. 
 

Leadership is about going first. If done so convincingly, 
the staff will follow suit. 
 
Over time, corporate culture will evolve. Eventually, organizational 
patterns will develop in a way that increases time to market, 
improves efficiency, and takes quality and client satisfaction to new 
heights. 
 
Tangible leadership, where the desired shift in mindset and behavior 
can be seen and experienced by the staff, is a highly effective driver 
for sustained change. And it comes at nearly no cost. 
 
So, don’t start with a foggy idea undermined by contradictory signals 
from uncommitted managers.  
 
Get crystal clear about your goals and act accordingly. 
 
  

17 



   
 

   
 

 
 

Success Starts with Clarity 
 
The single biggest risk to your transformation is having a blurred 
vision. 
 

• If you are not crystal clear about your destination, it’s difficult 
to identify the right track. In addition, an unclear idea of the 
target state makes it difficult for you to behave in alignment 
with the goal. 

• If you don’t have clarity about what is possible and what is 
acceptable, about what is sensible and what is valuable, it’s 
going to be hard to define the right approach. 

• And if you are not able to clearly identify the dynamics and 
interdependencies within and between your various fields of 
action, then you’ll not be able to monitor and control progress. 
 

Clarity saves time. Clarity saves money. And clarity de-
risks your transformational journey. 
 
So, how to achieve clarity? 
 
You can turn to all the articles, blog posts, and consulting papers 
that have been published on digital or agile transformation in the 
last years. Many of them indeed offer highly valuable information. 
But you must not forget, they all come with caveats. 
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They either have a bias towards a subset of a business’s 
components (like technology for digital transformation or 
organization for agile transformation), or they rely on “best 
practices” of other businesses that started off in a different  
position, in a different environment, and with a different goal. 
 
For sure, by relying on somebody else’s proper advice, life will be 
easier. You might be able to start faster because that third party  
has a transformation blueprint that you can use. Or you may not  
feel so overwhelmed because, well, there are the “five or seven 
success factors of digital transformation” that you only need to 
consider. (Note to self: still need to figure out why these factors  
are different depending on who has done the research.) 
 
However, if you don’t develop a clear picture for yourself, expect  
the dynamics of going down the wrong path soon to take their toll. 
 
Your business’s specific situation is unique. So are your 
challenges. And so should be your strategy and approach. 
 
We’d therefore like to suggest taking a different approach. 
 
Start with truly getting clear about your specific situation—your 
current state of business, your future business environment, and  
the options and hurdles you face. 
 
Then develop a clear plan that takes a holistic approach, identifying 
all relevant areas of action and uncovering their dynamics. 
 
And finally develop clear guidelines on how to start moving—slow 
and smooth first, then smooth and fast. 
 
Maintain this clarity throughout the entire process and you’ll be 
doing fine. Surely. 
 
We are confident that you then will belong to the one-third of 
businesses whose transformation succeeds. 
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We—Marc Strüßmann and Mike Henze—are veterans in running 
mission critical projects to advance business. 
 
Being regularly called-in by customers to stabilize troubled initiatives 
and lead them to a successful completion, we know how to get stuff 
done – and which traps to avoid. 
 
Passionate fans of clarity and transparency as we are, we have put 
our comprehensive experience into a straightforward model and 
approach: 
 

THE TRANSFORMATION BOARD 
 
Simply so. If you’d like to learn more – get in touch: 
 

info@trexcelerator.com 
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