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“The people you are trying to win over have watched
clever outsiders arrive with slides and leave before the
consequences landed; your first task is not to impress

them but to prove you are not another one.”

1. Executive Summary

The contractor who thrives in a fast-moving corporate turnaround is often the same
contractor who fails, quietly and expensively, in a heritage institution — a private bank, a
family firm, a long-established partnership where people measure their service in
decades and the receptionist has been there longer than most of the board. The skills that
win in the first setting actively lose in the second. Speed reads as recklessness.
Frameworks read as arrogance. The confident dismissal of "how things are done here"
reads, correctly, as the contempt of someone who will be gone before the damage shows.

This is a practical guide, not an argument. It is written for the practitioner who has just
accepted an engagement inside an institution of deep tenure and institutional memory,
and who wants to be effective rather than merely busy. It covers how to conduct the
crucial first week, how to close the institutional knowledge gap that will otherwise sink
you, how to build visible credibility without overreaching, and how to avoid the three
traps that end most such engagements badly: moving too fast, dismissing what already
exists, and — the most insidious — building the institution's dependency on you rather
than capability in its own people. It ends with a contractor's code of conduct for heritage
institutions: a short set of commitments that, held to, will do more for your effectiveness
than any amount of technical brilliance.

The single idea beneath all of it is this. In an institution of permanence, you are the
temporary one, and everyone knows it. Your credibility does not come from your
expertise, which they will assume is real and distrust anyway. It comes from evidence —
accumulated slowly — that you understand you are a steward of something you did not
build and will not keep, and that you intend to leave it stronger and more self-sufficient
than you found it.

2. The Culture You Are Walking Into
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Before any tactics, understand the room. In institutions where people stay for twenty or
thirty years, tenure is not a demographic fact; it is the load-bearing structure of the
whole culture. Knowledge lives in people, not systems. Relationships, not processes, are
how things actually get done. And there is, almost always, a deep and rational suspicion of
outsiders who arrive with confidence and frameworks and leave before the consequences
of their advice arrive.

That suspicion is not prejudice, and treating it as an irrational obstacle to be overcome is
the first mistake. The long-tenured staff have, in most cases, watched a procession of
clever outsiders come through — each certain, each armed with a methodology, each
gone within the year — and they have been left, every time, to live with what those people
changed or broke. The people you are trying to win over have watched clever outsiders
arrive with slides and leave before the consequences landed; your first task is not to
impress them but to prove you are not another one. Their caution is earned wisdom. The
sooner you treat it as wisdom rather than resistance, the sooner you become useful.

In a culture of permanence, the long-tenured are not obstacles to your work — they are
the institution's memory, its risk sensors, and the only people who know why the
awkward exception in the process exists. Treat them as the experts they are and they will
carry you. Treat them as legacy to be managed and they will, politely and permanently,
close.

3. The First Week

What you do in the first week sets the terms of the entire engagement, because it is when
the institution decides which kind of outsider you are going to be. The instinct —
especially if you were hired to fix something urgent — is to arrive with momentum, to
demonstrate value fast, to have a view by Friday. Resist it completely. The first week is not
for delivering. It is for listening, visibly and genuinely, and for signalling that you
understand where you are.

• Ask to be introduced, do not introduce yourself as the expert. How you are
positioned in the first days matters. If you are paraded as the specialist brought in to
sort things out, you start in a hole. Ask your sponsor to introduce you as someone
here to understand the institution first. The distinction is noticed.

• Spend the week with the long-tenured, not the leadership. The people who can tell
you how the institution actually works are rarely the ones who hired you. Seek out
the person who has run the operation for twenty years, the analyst who remembers
why the old system was built the way it was. Ask them to explain things to you. Take
notes visibly. Thank them specifically.

• Ask why before you ask what. When you encounter something that looks wrong — an
inefficient process, an odd exception, a manual workaround — do not note it as a
finding. Ask why it exists. In heritage institutions, the strange thing is usually the scar
tissue of a real event, and the person who remembers the event is watching to see
whether you assume incompetence or ask.
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• Say little, and nothing conclusive. You will be tempted to demonstrate insight early.
Do not. An early confident diagnosis, however correct, marks you as someone who
decided before they understood. Reserve judgement out loud for weeks, even when
you have formed a private view sooner.

• Learn names and histories, and remember them. Who has been here longest, who
trained whom, where the real relationships and the old tensions sit. This is not
politics to be avoided; it is the map of how anything will actually get done.

The message the first week must send is not I am good at my job. They will assume that. It
is I understand that I am the newcomer here, and I respect what you have built. That
message, delivered convincingly, buys you the room to be useful later. Its absence
forecloses everything.

4. Closing the Institutional Knowledge Gap

The hardest and most dangerous feature of these institutions is that the knowledge you
need is not written down. It lives in people who have held it so long they no longer know
they know it. The process documentation, where it exists, describes the official version;
the real version — the exceptions, the reasons, the informal fixes that keep things running
— is carried in heads. This is the institutional knowledge gap, and outsiders fall into it
constantly. You design a change that looks sound against the documented process and
discover, too late, that it breaks an unwritten arrangement everyone but you knew about.

You cannot close this gap by reading. You close it by making the tacit knowledge explicit,
patiently, through the people who hold it — and by making that a service to the institution
rather than an extraction from it.

1. Interview for reasons, not just facts. Do not ask only how a process works; ask why it
works that way, what happened the last time it was done differently, what the
exceptions are and where they came from. The reasons are the knowledge; the facts
are only its surface.

2. Write it down and give it back. As you surface the tacit knowledge, document it —
and return the documentation to the institution as something it now owns. This does
two things at once: it closes the gap for you, and it demonstrates that you are
building the institution's memory rather than mining it for your own advantage. A
contractor who leaves the place better documented than they found it is
remembered well.

3. Find the historians and honour them. Every such institution has a few people who
are its living memory. Identify them early, spend real time with them, and make clear
— to them and to leadership — that their knowledge is an asset you are helping to
preserve, not a bottleneck you are helping to remove. How you treat the
memory-holders is watched by everyone.

4. Assume every anomaly has a reason until proven otherwise. The default assumption
of the impatient outsider is that the odd thing is a mistake. In a heritage institution
the default should be the reverse: the odd thing is a solution to a problem you have
not yet learned about. Prove it is genuinely obsolete before you remove it.
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5. Building Visible Credibility — Carefully

Credibility in these institutions is not claimed; it is accrued, in small visible increments,
through evidence that you are both competent and safe. You need it, and you need it to
be visible — but reached for too fast or too loudly, the same moves that would build it will
destroy it. The art is to demonstrate value in ways that reinforce, rather than undermine,
the message of the first week.

• Deliver something small, useful, and unglamorous, early. Not a strategy. A concrete,
modest improvement that solves a real irritation the staff have lived with — ideally
one they raised. Small delivered help builds more credibility than large promised
transformation, and it proves you listened.

• Give the credit away. When something improves, attribute it to the people whose
knowledge made it possible. "This works because the operations team explained the
exception to me" costs you nothing and buys you enormous standing. Outsiders who
claim credit confirm the institution's worst expectation of them.

• Be right quietly and wrong openly. When you are correct, let the result speak. When
you are wrong — and in an institution whose logic you are still learning, you will be —
say so plainly and quickly. An outsider who admits error early is trusted far more
than one who is never seen to be wrong, because the latter is assumed to be hiding
it.

• Do not import the framework wholesale. You will have methods that work. Introduce
them in the institution's own language, adapted to its reality, presented as this might
help with the thing you described rather than here is how this should be done. The
framework that is imposed is resisted; the same framework, offered as a tool for a
problem the institution already owns, is adopted.

6. The Three Traps

Most contractor engagements in heritage institutions fail in one of three ways. All three
are avoidable, and all three are more tempting than they look.

The first trap is moving too fast. You were, very likely, hired because something needs to
change, and the pressure — external and internal — is to show progress. But speed in a
culture of permanence reads as recklessness, and a change made before you understand
the institution is a change likely to break something unseen. The discipline is to move at
the pace of understanding, and to make the case to your sponsor, explicitly, that going
slightly slower at the start is how you avoid going much slower later when a hasty change
has to be unpicked. Manage the sponsor's expectations early; do not let their impatience
become your recklessness.

The second trap is dismissing what already exists. The outsider's reflex, confronted with
an old process or an unfashionable system, is to judge it against best practice and find it
wanting. Voiced — even implied — this is fatal. It tells the long-tenured that you regard
their life's work as a mess to be cleared up, and it is almost always partly wrong, because
you do not yet know why the thing is as it is. Assume competence in what you find. When
something genuinely is deficient, establish why it endured before you propose replacing
it, and frame the replacement as building on what the institution learned, not correcting
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its failure.

The third trap is the most insidious, because it can feel like success. It is building the
institution's dependency on you rather than capability in its people. It is flattering to be
indispensable, to be the one who understands the new system, holds the model, runs the
process no one else can. It also feels like security — an indispensable contractor is not let
go. But it is a betrayal of the institution and, in a culture of permanence, it is seen for
what it is. These institutions intend to outlast you. A contractor who leaves behind a
capability only they can operate has not helped; they have created a hostage. Everything
you build should be designed to be run without you, and you should be visibly training the
people who will run it from the first week.

“The measure of a contractor in an institution of
permanence is not what they achieved while they were

there, but what still works after they have gone.”

7. Leaving Well

Because the institution is permanent and you are not, the departure is not an
afterthought — it is the part that determines how the whole engagement is remembered
and whether the value survives. Plan it from the beginning. Long before you leave, the
people who will carry on your work should already be carrying it, with you in support
rather than in charge. The handover should be an anticlimax, because everything
meaningful has already been transferred. Document what remains in the institution's own
language, name the owners, and make sure the knowledge you surfaced is lodged with
people who are staying. The contractor who is missed for the right reasons — because
they left the place stronger and self-sufficient — is the one invited back. The one who is
missed because nothing works without them has failed, however impressive the interim
looked.

8. A Contractor's Code of Conduct for Heritage Institutions

Everything above reduces to a small number of commitments. Held to consistently, they
matter more than any technical skill you bring.

1. I am the temporary one. I will act as a steward of something I did not build and will
not keep, not as its owner.

2. I will understand before I judge. I will assume every anomaly has a reason until I have
found it, and I will ask why before I decide what.

3. I will respect the memory-holders. I will treat the long-tenured as the experts they
are, learn from them visibly, and honour their knowledge rather than mine it.
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4. I will move at the pace of understanding. I will resist the pressure to show speed at
the cost of getting it wrong, and I will make that case honestly to whoever hired me.

5. I will build on what exists. I will not dismiss the institution's work as a mess to be
cleared, and I will establish why something endured before I propose replacing it.

6. I will give the credit away. When things improve, I will attribute the improvement to
the people whose knowledge made it possible.

7. I will build capability, not dependency. Everything I create will be designed to run
without me, and I will train the people who will run it from the start.

8. I will leave it stronger and self-sufficient. I will plan my departure from the
beginning, and I will measure my success by what still works after I have gone.

None of this is soft. In an institution where people stay for decades, these commitments
are the hard, practical difference between a contractor who is tolerated and forgotten
and one who is trusted, effective, and asked to return. The frameworks you bring will be
forgotten. How you conducted yourself as the temporary one among the permanent will
not.


