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BEYOND THE NAMEPLATE

The Transformation Office:
Evolved, or Just Rebranded?
The difference between a transformation office and a project office is not the name on the
door — it is who holds the right to stop things.

Giovanni Leonardi December 2005



© WhereBeyond, 2024–2025 Giovanni Leonardi 2

The Transformation Office: Evolved, or Just
Rebranded?

Programme · No. 46
Originally written December 2005 | Re-edited and re-rendered for the WhereBeyond Edition, 2025

“An office without it looks like a PMO no matter what you call it.”

1. The Nameplate and the Mandate

Sometime late in the budget cycle, a new organisation chart circulates. The box that last
year read Programme Management Office now reads Transformation Office. The
reporting lines above and below it are untouched. The three analysts who assembled the
weekly status pack still assemble it. The RAG-rated dashboard still reaches the steering
committee on a Thursday, still shows eleven of fourteen workstreams green, and still says
nothing about whether the organisation is actually changing. Only the letterhead is new.

I have watched this particular email land often enough to treat it as a pattern rather than a
coincidence. Across a decade of large change programmes, the "transformation office" has
become the fashionable successor to the PMO — and in the great majority of cases the
change is cosmetic. The nameplate is new; the operating model beneath it is the one that
was there before.

So the question in front of us — is the transformation office the PMO evolved, or the PMO
rebranded? — is not the open-ended "it depends" it is usually treated as. It has an answer,
and I want to argue it plainly. A transformation office differs from a project office in
exactly one respect that matters, and that respect is not vocabulary, not tooling, not
reporting cadence, not even the seniority of the person running it. It is whether the office
holds the right to stop things. Everything else is decoration.

2. What the rebrand keeps intact

The PMO, in its mature form, is an administrative and assurance function, and a valuable
one. It collects the plans, aggregates status across a portfolio no single manager can hold
in their head, maintains the risk and issue logs, polices the stage gates, and produces the
reporting that lets a board believe it has a grip. None of this is trivial and none of it should
be sneered at; an organisation running forty million pounds of concurrent change with no
such function is not braver, merely blinder.

But notice what the conventional PMO does not do. It does not decide which initiatives
live and which die. It does not own the benefits any of them were commissioned to deliver.
It does not carry the authority to walk into a sponsor's office and close a project that is still
technically green but has quietly stopped mattering. It reports, aggregates, assures,
escalates — and then waits for someone with real authority to act on what it has surfaced.
It is, in the truest sense, a staff function: it informs power without holding any.

When a function of that shape is renamed a transformation office and nothing else
changes, the organisation has purchased the vocabulary of transformation without a shred
of its authority. The word on the door now promises that someone, somewhere, is steering
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the whole change agenda toward an outcome. The reality underneath is a group of capable
people still filling in a spreadsheet.

Consider a composite that will be familiar to anyone who has lived near one of these
programmes. A mid-sized firm carrying a portfolio of fourteen concurrent initiatives, a
combined budget somewhere north of forty million pounds, and a nine-person PMO
renamed the Transformation Office in the spring. Six months on, the office produces an
immaculate pack. Every project has a plan, an owner, a RAG status, a milestone trail. And
yet no one in the building can answer a simple question: of that forty million, how much
benefit has actually landed in the business? The office was never asked to know. It tracks
delivery against plan with real diligence; it has no line of sight to value, because value was
somebody else's problem and, in the way these things go, therefore nobody's. That gap —
between an office that reports flawlessly on activity and an organisation that cannot tell
you what any of it bought — is the whole of the argument.

3. Why the rebrand is so tempting

It would be lazy to put this down to cynicism. The renaming persists because, in the short
run, it is entirely rational — which is precisely why it is so hard to dislodge.

• A name change is cheap; a mandate change is expensive. Renaming a function costs
an afternoon and a revised chart. Giving that function the right to reprioritise the
portfolio means taking decision rights away from the executives and sponsors who
currently hold them, and few things in organisational life are defended more fiercely
than the right to protect one's own initiative.

• The board has asked for visible action, and a transformation office is visible action. It
can be announced, put on a slide, pointed to. Redistributing authority cannot be
announced without a fight, so the announcement arrives and the fight is quietly
deferred.

• The word itself carries borrowed authority. "Transformation" signals ambition,
seriousness, a break with the incremental past. Attaching it to an existing function
lets an organisation feel it has raised its game without having changed what the
function is permitted to do.

The rebrand is rarely a lie the organisation tells its board. More often it is a lie the
organisation tells itself — that intent, once named, will somehow supply the authority no
one has been willing to grant.

4. What a transformation office would actually be

Strip the vocabulary away and a genuine transformation office is defined not by its name
but by a small set of powers the conventional PMO does not hold.

Dimension Project office (PMO) Transformation office

Unit of account The project or
workstream

The business outcome and its benefit
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Dimension Project office (PMO) Transformation office

Standing question Are we on plan? Are we still doing the right things?

Authority Report and escalate Reprioritise, reallocate, and stop

Ownership of
benefits

None — belongs
elsewhere

Explicit and held

Relationship to
change

Tracks delivery of outputs Owns the landing of change in the operation

The language for this already exists; we do not need to invent it. The discipline of
programme management gives us the Senior Responsible Owner who owns the business
case, and the Business Change Manager whose whole reason for existing is that benefits
are realised in the operation rather than merely delivered by a project. A real
transformation office is simply the standing machinery that makes those roles bite — that
convenes the portfolio-level trade-offs, that holds initiatives to their promised benefits,
and that is empowered to recommend, credibly and against resistance, that something be
stopped. An office with that mandate would look different from a PMO even if you
renamed it back again. An office without it looks like a PMO no matter what you call it.

5. The strongest case for the rebrand

Let me put the opposing view at its most persuasive, because it is not a foolish one and I
have heard it made well.

Names shape behaviour. Symbols precede substance more often than we like to admit; call
a thing by an aspiration for long enough and people begin to act into the aspiration. An
organisation that starts calling its PMO a transformation office is making a public
commitment, and public commitments create their own pressure. Culture, on this view,
follows language: give people the more ambitious frame and, over time, they grow into it.
On that reading, the rename is not the con I have described but the first, cheapest, and
entirely legitimate move in a longer campaign — plant the flag, then march toward it.

I take this seriously, and there is a version of it I would endorse. If the rename were
consistently the opening step of a genuine redistribution of authority — the flag planted
deliberately ahead of the march, with the march actually scheduled — then the sequencing
would be wise rather than evasive.

But that is not what the pattern shows. In practice the rename is offered instead of the
mandate far more often than ahead of it. The flag is planted and the march is postponed
indefinitely, because the march is the part that costs something. And a symbol that is
meant to pull reality forward, but is never followed by any transfer of real power, does the
opposite: it teaches everyone watching that "transformation" is what we say, not what we
do. The word is spent, and the next time it is used it buys less.

6. The test

Which gives us a diagnostic sharp enough to apply on a Thursday afternoon, and it has
nothing to do with the sign on the door. Within, say, ninety days of the rename: has any
initiative been stopped by the office rather than merely flagged by it? Has any budget been
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reallocated on the office's recommendation against a sponsor's wishes? Can the office tell
you not just whether the projects are on plan, but whether the organisation is getting
what it paid for?

“A transformation office is not a project office with a better
name. It is a project office that has been given the right to say

no.”

If the answers are yes, the office has evolved, and the name is the least interesting thing
about it. If the answers are no — if the office is impeccable on activity and silent on value,
if it can escalate anything and stop nothing — then it has been rebranded, and calling it a
transformation office simply means the organisation has found a more impressive word
for watching.


