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“When the downturn exposed the real state of these programmes,
what it revealed was not failed technology but absent

transformation — systems that had been successfully installed into
organisations that had not changed at all.”

1. The Crisis as Diagnostic

The current economic crisis has done something that no governance review, no benefits
realisation audit, and no programme assurance exercise has managed in the past decade:
it has exposed what transformation programmes actually delivered. And for a striking
number of organisations, the answer is technology.

Not transformed businesses. Not new capabilities. Not different ways of operating.
Technology. New platforms running old processes. Modern interfaces on unchanged
operating models. Enterprise systems configured to replicate precisely the workflows they
were meant to replace.

This is not a failure of technology. The systems, by and large, work. They were specified,
built, tested, and deployed with considerable professional competence. The failure is that
the organisations treated the technology programme as the transformation — as though
installing a new platform were synonymous with changing how the business operates.
When the downturn exposed the real state of these programmes, what it revealed was not
failed technology but absent transformation — systems that had been successfully
installed into organisations that had not changed at all.

2. The Pattern

The pattern is remarkably consistent across sectors and across organisation size. A
transformation programme is initiated with a genuine strategic intent — to become more
customer-centric, to operate more efficiently, to integrate across business lines, to
respond more quickly to market changes. The intent is real. The business case reflects it.
The early governance presentations articulate it with conviction.

But as the programme moves from vision to delivery, something shifts. The technology
workstreams — platform selection, system integration, data migration, technical
architecture — have clear deliverables, measurable progress, and established
methodologies. The business change workstreams — process redesign, operating model
change, capability development, cultural shift — are less defined, harder to measure, and
dependent on the engagement of operational leaders who have day jobs to do.
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The technology work proceeds. The business change work stalls, or is deferred, or is
quietly absorbed into "training" — as though a two-day course on a new system
constitutes business transformation. By the time the technology goes live, the programme
has delivered a technical migration dressed in the language of transformation.

I have observed this pattern in financial services, in the public sector, in utilities, and in
telecommunications. The specifics vary; the underlying dynamic does not.

3. Why It Persists

The persistence of this pattern is not a mystery, though the reasons are uncomfortable.

Technology is governable; business change is not — at least not in the way that
programme governance typically works. A programme board can track whether a system
is on schedule, whether test cycles are completing, whether defects are being resolved. It
struggles to track whether middle managers have genuinely changed how they make
decisions, or whether a new process is being followed rather than merely documented.
The governance frameworks we use are descendants of engineering project management.
They are excellent at tracking the production of defined artefacts. They are poorly
equipped to track behavioural and organisational change.

Suppliers deliver technology, not transformation. The systems integrators and technology
vendors who execute the largest share of transformation programme work are contracted
to deliver technology outcomes. Their commercial models, their methodologies, their
quality frameworks, and their incentive structures are all oriented around technical
delivery. When they describe "business transformation" in their proposals, they typically
mean business process configuration within a technology platform — not the deeper
organisational change that the word "transformation" implies. This is not dishonesty; it is a
structural misalignment between what is procured and what is needed.

Business change requires authority that programme managers do not have. Genuine
business transformation requires changing how operational units work — their processes,
their roles, their decision rights, their performance measures. This is the domain of
operational leadership, not programme management. A programme manager can design a
new operating model; they cannot impose one. When operational leaders are not
genuinely committed to the change — when they have agreed to the transformation in
principle but not reorganised their own functions to deliver it — the programme delivers
what it can control: the technology.

4. The Cost of the Gap

The cost of this pattern has always been significant, but the current crisis makes it visible
in a way that the preceding years of growth did not. During a period of expansion, an
organisation running new technology on old processes can still grow — it simply grows
less efficiently than it should. The gap between potential and actual performance is real
but not urgent. Revenue covers the inefficiency.

In a contraction, the gap becomes acute. Organisations that invested heavily in
"transformation" now discover that they have not, in fact, transformed. They have the
same operating model, the same cost base, the same decision-making patterns — running
on more expensive infrastructure. The promised efficiencies have not materialised
because the process changes that would have delivered them were never completed. The
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promised agility has not materialised because the organisational structures that would
have enabled it were never redesigned.

The crisis has created a brutal clarity: organisations that genuinely transformed their
business models and operations alongside their technology are navigating the downturn
with the capabilities they invested in. Organisations that replaced their technology and
called it transformation are navigating the downturn with the same capabilities they had
before, minus the capital they spent.

The crisis has not caused the failure of transformation programmes. It has revealed that
many of them were never transformation programmes at all.

5. What Would Be Different

The alternative is not complicated to describe, though it is considerably harder to execute.
A genuine transformation programme treats the technology and the business change as a
single integrated endeavour — not as a technology programme with a business change
workstream attached.

This means that the programme's milestones are defined in terms of business capability,
not technical deployment. "Go-live" is not the moment the system is switched on; it is the
moment the organisation is operating differently. The programme is not complete when
the technology is in production; it is complete when the business outcomes it was funded
to deliver are being realised.

It means that the programme's governance tracks business change readiness with the
same rigour it tracks technical readiness. Are the new processes designed and validated?
Are the people who will operate them trained, equipped, and — critically — willing? Are the
performance measures aligned to the new operating model? Are the decision rights
redistributed? These questions should carry the same weight in a programme board as
system testing status and defect counts.

It means that operational leaders are not stakeholders to be "managed" but co-owners of
the transformation who carry accountability for the changes in their own domains. A
programme that delivers technology to an operational unit and then moves on has
delivered a product, not a transformation.

None of this is new thinking. The disciplines of business change management,
organisational design, and benefits realisation have been articulated and refined over
more than a decade. The problem is not that we lack the methods. The problem is that we
lack the institutional will to apply them with the same commitment we bring to the
technology.

6. A Moment of Reckoning

The current crisis is painful, but it offers an opportunity that the preceding years of
growth did not: the opportunity to be honest about what our transformation programmes
have actually achieved. The organisations that use this moment to assess the gap between
their technology investment and their actual business change — and then close it — will
emerge from the downturn genuinely transformed. Those that treat the crisis as a reason
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to cut further investment in change, while preserving the technology they have already
installed, will simply widen the gap.

Technology alone changes nothing. It never has. The pattern that the crisis has exposed
was always there. The question is whether we will see it clearly enough to do something
different when the next cycle of investment begins.


