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“The organisation is not resisting change — it is protecting itself
from the cumulative damage of change poorly done.”

1. The Pattern That Nobody Wants to Name

There is a conversation that recurs in the corridors of every large organisation I have
observed over the past decade, and it goes something like this: Why won't they just get on
with it? The "they" in question are the people expected to absorb, adopt, and sustain
whatever change has been designed for them. The frustration is genuine. But the diagnosis
— that people are simply resistant, that they lack commitment, that the culture is
somehow deficient — is almost always wrong.

What most senior leaders describe as resistance is, in my experience, something far more
interesting and far more structural. It is an immune response. The organisation, having
been subjected to repeated waves of transformation — each one promised as definitive,
each one landing incompletely — has developed antibodies. Not against change itself, but
against the particular pattern of change it has learned to expect: ambitious in scope,
under-resourced in execution, and abandoned before the previous round has been
absorbed.

This distinction matters enormously, because the response to genuine resistance and the
response to an immune reaction are entirely different. One requires persuasion. The other
requires a fundamentally different approach to how change is sequenced, resourced, and
sustained.

2. The Accumulation Problem

The single most under-discussed dynamic in organisational transformation is
accumulation. Most change programmes are designed as though they are landing on virgin
territory — as though the organisation has been sitting quietly, waiting for this particular
initiative to arrive. In practice, every transformation lands on top of the wreckage, partial
successes, and unfinished business of its predecessors.

Consider what a typical large organisation has experienced over the past five to seven
years. There will have been at least one major restructuring, probably two. There will have
been an enterprise systems programme — almost certainly late and over budget. There
will have been a strategic realignment, possibly triggered by a change of leadership. There
will have been process improvement initiatives, perhaps under the banner of Six Sigma or
Lean. Each of these will have demanded time, attention, and emotional energy from the
same population of managers and staff.
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The cumulative effect is not additive — it is compounding. Each incomplete change leaves
behind scar tissue: processes that were half-migrated, roles that were redefined on paper
but never in practice, reporting lines that exist on the organisation chart but not in the
way work actually flows. The next wave of change does not encounter a clean surface. It
encounters an organisation that is already stretched, already sceptical, and already
carrying the cognitive load of adapting to the last three things that were never fully
landed.

Change fatigue is not a symptom of weak culture. It is a rational response to an irrational
pattern — the pattern of launching new transformations before the previous ones have
been absorbed, resourced, or completed.

3. Why the Immune Response Is Rational

The language of "resistance" carries an implicit judgment: that the people who are not
embracing change are somehow failing. This framing is not only unhelpful — it is
analytically wrong.

When an organisation displays the symptoms of change fatigue — passive
non-compliance, surface adoption without behavioural change, a gap between what is
reported upwards and what actually happens on the ground — it is exhibiting a perfectly
rational response to its environment. The people in the middle and at the front line have
learned, through direct experience, a set of lessons that are entirely consistent with the
evidence available to them:

• That new initiatives are announced with fanfare but rarely sustained beyond the first
year

• That the resources promised at launch are quietly redirected within months
• That the metrics used to declare success bear little relationship to the reality of

implementation
• That the safest strategy is to wait, comply visibly but minimally, and allow the

initiative to lose momentum of its own accord

This is not cynicism. It is pattern recognition. And the uncomfortable truth is that in many
organisations, the pattern recognisers are correct. The track record of sustained, fully
resourced, genuinely embedded change is poor enough that a strategy of minimal
compliance is, from the individual's perspective, entirely rational.

The immune response metaphor is precise. A healthy immune system does not attack the
body — it attacks threats. An organisation that has learned to treat change programmes as
threats is not malfunctioning. It is responding accurately to its history.

4. The Leadership Blind Spot

Why, then, do senior leaders consistently misdiagnose this dynamic? The answer lies in a
structural asymmetry of information and experience.

Senior leaders typically experience change from the design side. They are involved in the
strategic rationale, the business case, the vision. They see the logic of the transformation
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and the cost of inaction. What they rarely see — because the organisation's reporting
mechanisms are not designed to surface it — is the lived experience of implementation.
They do not see the team leader who is simultaneously trying to deliver against last
quarter's targets, adopt a new system that does not yet work reliably, prepare for a
restructuring that may eliminate their role, and maintain the morale of a team that has
heard the phrase "this time it's different" three times in four years.

This is not a failure of empathy, though empathy would help. It is a failure of information
architecture. The signals that would tell senior leaders how much residual change debt the
organisation is carrying are not collected, not reported, and not asked for. What is
reported is progress against the current programme's milestones — which tells leadership
what the programme is doing, but nothing about what the organisation is absorbing.

4.1 The Dashboard Delusion

The typical transformation dashboard compounds this problem. It tracks activities,
milestones, and deliverables — the supply side of change. It does not track absorption,
capability readiness, or the cumulative demand being placed on the people who must
actually change how they work. A programme can be green on every milestone and still be
failing, because the organisation beneath it has quietly decided to wait it out.

In my observation, the moment a transformation programme starts reporting "cultural
resistance" as a risk is almost always the moment when the immune response has become
visible enough to be undeniable. But by that point, the framing has already been set: the
problem is located in the people, not in the pattern. And the prescribed remedy — more
communication, more engagement, more workshops — is precisely the kind of activity
that the fatigued organisation has already learned to absorb without effect.

5. The Structural Forces That Sustain the Pattern

If change fatigue is so predictable and so damaging, why does the pattern persist? The
answer is not that leaders are foolish or that organisations are incapable of learning. It is
that several structural forces make the pattern self-reinforcing.

5.1 The Planning Horizon Mismatch

Strategic planning operates on a cycle — typically annual or biennial — that is
disconnected from the time it takes to embed genuine organisational change. A
restructuring that is approved in January and announced in March will still be disrupting
operational capability in September, but by then the next planning cycle is already
generating the next set of strategic priorities. The result is a conveyor belt of initiatives,
each one rational in isolation, whose cumulative effect is overwhelming.

5.2 The Incentive to Launch

In most organisations, launching a transformation is a career-enhancing event. Sustaining
someone else's transformation is not. The incentive structure therefore favours new
programmes over the patient, unglamorous work of embedding previous ones. This is
compounded by leadership rotation: a new executive arrives, inherits a set of in-flight
programmes they did not design, and — understandably — wants to put their own stamp
on the agenda. The result is another wave of change, another set of demands on the same
population, and another reinforcement of the immune response.
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5.3 The Measurement Gap

Organisations measure what programmes deliver but not what the organisation absorbs.
There is no commonly accepted metric for change saturation — no equivalent of a
capacity utilisation figure that would tell leadership "this organisation is currently
operating at 120% of its change absorption capacity." Without such a measure, overload is
invisible until it manifests as the very symptoms that get labelled as resistance.

The absence of a change-absorption metric is not a technical gap — it is a conceptual one.
Until organisations learn to measure demand on their people as carefully as they measure
demand on their systems, the pattern of fatigue will persist.

6. What an Effective Response Looks Like

If change fatigue is an immune response rather than a character flaw, then the response
must be structural rather than motivational. More town halls, more posters, and more
"change champion" networks will not address a problem that is rooted in how change is
sequenced, resourced, and governed.

6.1 Sequencing With Honesty

The first discipline is sequencing — and specifically, the willingness to defer or cancel
initiatives that would push the organisation beyond its absorption capacity. This requires
something that most leadership teams find deeply uncomfortable: saying no to a
strategically rational initiative because the organisation cannot currently absorb it. The
alternative — launching it anyway and hoping for the best — is how immune responses are
built.

Sequencing also means being honest about what has actually been completed before
declaring it done and moving on. The number of organisations carrying two or three
"completed" transformations that were in fact only partially embedded is, in my
experience, far higher than most boards realise. Each of these incomplete changes is still
consuming energy, still generating workarounds, and still contributing to the cumulative
load.

6.2 Resourcing for Absorption, Not Just Delivery

Most transformation budgets are built around delivery: the cost of designing, building, and
deploying the change. What is almost never budgeted is the cost of absorption — the time,
attention, and support required for the people on the receiving end to genuinely change
how they work. This is not a training budget. Training is a delivery cost. Absorption is what
happens after training, when people are back at their desks trying to do their jobs
differently while simultaneously maintaining output.

Resourcing for absorption means protecting people's time, reducing concurrent demands,
and accepting that productivity will dip during the transition — not because people are
failing, but because learning new ways of working while maintaining performance is
genuinely difficult.

6.3 Governing for Cumulative Load
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The governance gap is perhaps the most critical. Most organisations govern individual
programmes but not the portfolio of change that the organisation is being asked to absorb.
A portfolio-level view of change demand — one that aggregates all the initiatives, projects,
and programmes currently making demands on the organisation's time and attention —
would make the accumulation problem visible. It would also create an uncomfortable but
necessary conversation about priorities.

This is not a new idea. Portfolio management as a discipline has been developing for some
years. But it is almost always applied to the supply side — managing the portfolio of
investments — rather than the demand side — managing the cumulative impact on the
people who must absorb the change. The distinction is fundamental.

7. The Deeper Question

Beneath the mechanics of sequencing and resourcing lies a more fundamental question
about what organisations believe transformation to be. The prevailing model treats
transformation as something that is done to an organisation — designed at the top,
deployed through the middle, absorbed at the bottom. In this model, fatigue is a failure of
absorption, and the remedy is to improve the deployment mechanism.

But there is an alternative view, and it is one that the evidence of the past decade
increasingly supports. Transformation is not something that is done to an organisation. It
is something that an organisation does — or fails to do — depending on its capacity, its
willingness, and its trust in the process. In this model, fatigue is not a failure of the people.
It is feedback. It is the organisation telling its leaders, in the only language available to it,
that the current approach is not working.

The organisations that I have observed navigating this most effectively are not the ones
with the best change management methodologies or the most compelling vision
statements. They are the ones that have learned to listen to the immune response rather
than trying to override it. They treat fatigue as data, not as defiance. They sequence with
discipline, resource with honesty, and — perhaps most importantly — they resist the
temptation to launch the next wave before the last one has genuinely landed.

This is not a comfortable message for leaders who are under pressure to demonstrate
pace and ambition. But the alternative — continuing to drive change into an organisation
that has learned to protect itself against exactly that pattern — is not pace. It is the illusion
of pace. And the cost, measured in cynicism, disengagement, and the quiet erosion of
organisational capability, is one that compounds with every cycle.

“The organisation is not resisting change — it is protecting
itself from the cumulative damage of change poorly done.”


