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“A deadline can compel movement, but it cannot decide whether
the organisation moves forward or merely sideways.”

1. Executive Summary

In late 2007, a familiar scene is playing out across regulated industries. A steering
committee is shown a programme whose principal deadline is fixed, whose requirements
are still being interpreted, and whose status is reported as amber only because calling it
red would imply that the date can move. Around the table, the central question is framed
as one of compliance: what is the least we must change to be ready? Yet the papers
beneath that question describe ageing systems, duplicated controls, repeated manual
reconciliations and unclear ownership—conditions the regulation has exposed but did not
create.

This essay argues that the most consequential regulatory programmes are rarely only
regulatory. They are enforced examinations of how an organisation actually works. The
obligation supplies the date, political attention and investment appetite that ordinary
improvement proposals often lack. Whether those advantages produce lasting
transformation depends on an early choice: will the programme install another layer of
evidence around the existing operation, or use the requirement to remove the weaknesses
that make compliance difficult?

The narrow approach has a serious defence. Regulatory interpretation moves, deadlines
are unforgiving, and combining compliance with broad renewal can increase delivery risk.
That argument is strongest when it protects the critical path. It becomes an excuse when
“minimum change” means preserving duplicated processes, fragmented information and
controls that must be operated by hand indefinitely.

A better approach separates what must be certain by the statutory date from what should
be redesigned because the organisation has been given a rare licence to act. It treats
compliance as the floor, not the ambition; makes the operating consequences visible
alongside the legal obligations; and judges success not merely by the absence of a breach,
but by whether the resulting institution is easier to control, explain and change.

2. The Deadline Arrives Before the Truth

Consider a composite programme in a large financial-services operation at the end of
2007. A new reporting obligation is twelve months away. The first estimate is £6 million,
based on modifying seven applications and producing a new monthly return. Eight weeks
into discovery, the programme team learns that the required figures are assembled from
34 source extracts, adjusted in 19 spreadsheets and reconciled by 46 people across
finance, risk and operations. No single executive owns the chain from transaction capture
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to submission.

The requirement has not caused this disorder. It has made the disorder impossible to
ignore.

The predictable response is to divide the work into two categories. The new return,
validation rules and submission process are labelled “regulatory”. The duplicated reference
data, inconsistent account classifications and manual adjustments are labelled “legacy”
and placed outside scope. The programme then spends £11 million building an additional
collection layer, a larger reconciliation team and a suite of controls to prove that the old
weaknesses have been checked.

It meets the date.

Eighteen months later, the monthly production cycle still consumes nine working days.
The permanent control team costs £1.4 million a year. Three further regulatory changes
must pass through the same fragile chain. The programme is celebrated as a compliance
success and remembered by the operation as another reason change is expensive.

This pattern is not a failure of effort. It is a failure of definition. The programme was asked
to deliver evidence of compliance, not to create an operation in which compliance
followed naturally from sound information, clear accountability and controlled processes.

A regulatory requirement is often the first occasion on which the whole organisation is
forced to look at the same process at the same time.

That moment has unusual value. It creates a common date, a legitimate claim on scarce
specialists and a reason for senior leaders to examine matters usually delegated to
separate functions. The opportunity is not that regulation makes transformation easy. It is
that regulation briefly makes avoidance harder.

3. Three Generations of the Same Bargain

The technology changes; the bargain persists.

During the great programme of decimalisation, institutions altered machinery, forms,
price lists, training and public communication against an immovable national date. The
organisations that treated it as a conversion exercise changed the symbols while
preserving awkward procedures. Those that reconsidered the flow of work used the same
necessity to simplify routines that had accumulated around the old denominations.

The approach recurred in the preparations for the year 2000. The immediate task was
precise: identify date-sensitive systems, correct or contain the defect, test the result and
protect continuity. The deadline admitted no philosophical discussion. Yet the work also
produced something many large organisations had never possessed—a credible inventory
of applications, dependencies, suppliers and technical ownership. Some retained that
knowledge as a management asset. Others disbanded the teams and allowed the
inventories to decay as soon as midnight passed safely.

The introduction of the euro offered a similar distinction. At its narrowest, it was a
currency conversion involving screens, calculations, contracts and settlement. In practice
it exposed hard-coded assumptions, duplicated product tables, inconsistent rounding
rules and processes designed around national boundaries that business strategy was
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already crossing. A conversion could be completed without addressing those matters. It
simply meant carrying them into the new currency.

Now, in the present wave of prudential, market-conduct and financial-reporting change,
the artefacts are different: risk weights, transaction records, capital calculations,
fair-value judgements, customer documentation and audit trails. The institutional choice
is the same. We can wrap each inherited process with enough checking to satisfy the
immediate obligation, or ask why reliable evidence is so difficult to produce in the first
place.

The longer view matters because it removes the comforting belief that the missed
opportunity was caused by one unusually complex rule. Across eras, three structural
forces repeatedly favour the narrow bargain:

• The deadline is visible; the operating cost is dispersed. A missed statutory date
produces an immediate escalation. Another decade of reconciliations is paid from
several budgets and attracts no single moment of decision.

• Legal interpretation is centralised; operational knowledge is fragmented. The people
who understand the obligation can state what evidence is required. The people who
know how that evidence is produced sit across functions and rarely share one plan.

• Projects are approved more easily than institutions are changed. A project can
promise deliverables, milestones and closure. Removing a redundant control,
changing accountability or retiring a system requires permanent owners to accept a
different way of working.

These forces do not make narrow delivery inevitable. They explain why good intentions
alone are insufficient.

4. The Regulatory Clock and the Institutional Clock

Every regulatory programme runs on two clocks.

The regulatory clock counts down to a date. It rewards certainty, traceability and
conservative choices. It asks whether the rule has been interpreted, whether the control
operates, whether the submission can be defended and whether the evidence will
withstand challenge.

The institutional clock measures how long the organisation will live with the result. It asks
whether information is captured once or repeatedly, whether accountabilities are clear,
whether exceptions are designed out or merely counted, and whether the next change will
be easier than the last.

The clocks create a genuine tension. A clean redesign may be preferable over five years
and dangerous over five months. An established application with known limitations may be
safer for the first filing than an ambitious replacement. A manual control can be prudent
during transition even when it would be wasteful as a permanent arrangement.

The error lies in allowing the regulatory clock to silence the institutional one. When that
happens, temporary controls lose their expiry dates, tactical interfaces acquire permanent
support teams, and “phase two” becomes a courteous name for work no sponsor has
funded.

A deadline can compel movement, but it cannot decide whether the organisation moves
forward or merely sideways.
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The practical distinction is not between compliance and transformation as rival
programmes. It is between three kinds of change:

Change Purpose Proper treatment

Date-certai
n obligation

Establish the capability and evidence
required by the effective date

Protect the critical path; use proven
means where uncertainty is high

Enabling
repair

Correct a weakness that makes
compliance unreliable or
disproportionately costly

Include where it materially reduces
execution or control risk

Strategic
renewal

Improve the wider institution beyond
what the obligation requires

Design coherently now; sequence
separately where it would endanger the
date

This distinction permits ambition without pretending that everything can be done at once.
It also prevents the opposite deception: calling every structural weakness “strategic” so
that none must be addressed by the regulatory programme benefiting from its repair.

5. The Strongest Case for Minimum Compliance

The case for a narrow programme deserves to be stated at full strength.

Regulation is an obligation, not a convenient sponsorship device for a transformation that
could not otherwise win approval. Requirements may be incomplete or revised during
implementation. Specialist resources are scarce. New systems introduce their own
defects. Combining mandatory change with process redesign, organisation change and
system replacement can multiply dependencies precisely when the delivery date is least
negotiable. If a broader ambition causes non-compliance, its elegance is no defence.

There is also an important matter of legitimacy. A programme director should not convert
a specific mandate into an unbounded reform agenda. Doing so can obscure cost, weaken
accountability and allow attractive improvements to compete with essential controls. The
phrase “regulation as opportunity” can become as irresponsible as the narrowness it
criticises if opportunity means uncontrolled scope.

All of this is true.

But it supports disciplined separation, not institutional passivity. The strongest
minimum-compliance argument concerns sequence and risk, not the preservation of
defects. It says that the first filing may need a manual reconciliation while source systems
are corrected. It does not say that the reconciliation should become a permanent
department. It says that replacement of a core ledger may be too dangerous before the
deadline. It does not say that another opaque adjustment layer should be built without an
exit design.

The decisive test is simple: is the tactical choice buying time for a defined repair, or buying
permission never to make one?

A genuine minimum solution has boundaries, owners and a retirement condition. A
disguised permanent solution has only a go-live date.
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6. How the Opportunity Is Quietly Lost

Regulatory programmes seldom reject transformation in a single explicit decision. The
opportunity is usually lost by a sequence of reasonable-looking moves.

1. The obligation is translated directly into deliverables. Legal analysis becomes a list of
reports, controls, policies and system amendments. There is no parallel description of
the operating capability required to produce them reliably.

2. Discovery is constrained to the named systems. Teams inspect the applications
believed to be in scope but not the end-to-end process, so spreadsheet adjustments,
local databases and informal approvals appear late.

3. The business case counts build cost but not enduring labour. Twenty extra control
posts are treated as an operational matter, while £2 million of automation is treated
as programme cost. The cheaper project becomes the more expensive institution.

4. Temporary choices are governed as exceptions rather than debts. A tactical interface
is approved because the date is near. No named owner, removal trigger or funding
provision accompanies it.

5. Closure is defined by submission. Once the first return is accepted or the new control
is evidenced, specialist teams disperse. The people inheriting the process lack the
authority to complete the repair.

Each move can be defended independently. Together they ensure that mandatory
investment enlarges the burden it was capable of reducing.

The worked figures in the composite programme make the distortion visible. The £11
million delivery plan included £2.2 million for data extraction and reconciliation tooling,
but excluded the permanent labour needed to operate it. At an average fully loaded cost of
£58,000, the 24 additional posts added £1.39 million annually. Over five years, even without
salary growth or further change, that was almost £7 million. A £3.5 million programme
option to correct classification at source and consolidate six feeds had been rejected as
“non-regulatory”.

On the project ledger, rejection saved £3.5 million. On the institutional ledger, it
committed almost twice that amount before considering error, delay or the cost of
modifying six interfaces again.

This is why regulatory business cases should show two totals: the cost to reach the date
and the cost to operate the answer.

7. Four Windows That Regulation Opens

The transformational value of a regulatory programme is not mystical. It arises through
four practical windows.

7.1 The window into information

Regulatory evidence follows information across organisational boundaries. It reveals
where definitions differ, where figures are adjusted without common rules, where
ownership changes hands and where a report cannot be reconciled to the transaction that
originated it.
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Many organisations respond by improving the final report. The larger opportunity is to
improve the chain that makes the report true.

A useful discipline is to trace a small number of material data items from initial capture to
regulatory use. Where is the item first recorded? Who may amend it? Which system is
authoritative? What reconciliation compensates for uncertainty? Which committee
accepts the residual risk? This is not a technical inventory. It is an examination of
management responsibility expressed through information.

7.2 The window into process

Rules often cut across the functional boundaries by which organisations manage
themselves. A customer obligation may touch sales, documentation, operations,
complaints and assurance. A capital requirement may connect product design, transaction
processing, finance and risk.

The programme therefore sees an end-to-end process that no existing manager entirely
owns. If it merely distributes tasks back to the functions, the old seams remain. If it
establishes a durable process owner with authority over standards, exceptions and
performance, the regulatory necessity can correct an accountability gap that ordinary
committees have tolerated for years.

7.3 The window into accumulated controls

Control environments rarely grow by design. A failure produces a check; an audit point
produces another; a new rule adds a sign-off. Few controls are removed because removal
feels riskier than continuation.

A regulatory programme provides a legitimate occasion to ask whether each control
prevents, detects or merely documents a defect. If three reconciliations exist because two
systems disagree, the long-term control improvement may be to make the systems agree.
The purpose is not fewer controls at any price. It is fewer controls whose only function is
to compensate for avoidable weakness.

7.4 The window into decision rights

Mandatory programmes attract senior committees, but attention is not the same as
decision. A steering group can receive hundreds of pages while ownership of the hardest
trade-offs remains unclear.

The opportunity is to make decision rights explicit: who interprets the obligation, who
accepts a temporary control, who funds structural repair, who owns the resulting process
and who decides that a tactical measure has met its retirement condition. Once clarified
for the programme, these rights often expose broader ambiguities in how the institution
governs change.

Compliance becomes transformative when the organisation removes the reason the extra
evidence was difficult to produce.

8. Keeping Ambition Honest
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If “opportunity” is to be more than a slogan, it needs constraints.

First, compliance must remain non-negotiable. The transformation case cannot depend on
an optimistic assumption that the effective date will move or that incomplete controls will
be tolerated. Plans should identify the smallest date-certain path and protect it visibly.

Second, broader changes should earn their place through mechanism. A source-system
repair belongs in scope not because modernisation is desirable, but because it removes six
reconciliations, reduces classification errors and shortens the reporting cycle. A process
redesign belongs because it establishes one accountable owner for a control that currently
crosses four functions. The benefit must connect directly to an observed weakness.

Third, tactical measures should be treated as managed liabilities. Each should carry:

• the reason it is necessary;

• the risk it contains;

• the annual operating cost;

• the named executive who inherits it;

• the event or measure that triggers retirement; and

• the latest date by which continuation must be reconsidered.

Fourth, closure should occur in two stages. The first confirms readiness for the obligation.
The second, after a period of live operation, tests whether the promised institutional
improvements have survived contact with daily work. This second review should examine
exception volumes, manual effort, control failures, cycle time and whether tactical
arrangements have actually been removed.

These disciplines do not enlarge every programme. They force the real choice into the
open. Sometimes the right answer will still be narrow delivery followed by separately
governed renewal. The difference is that the second part is specified, owned and costed
rather than invoked ceremonially.

9. The Leadership Choice Beneath the Programme Choice

Regulatory programmes are often described as technical, legal or operational
undertakings. At their centre lies a leadership question: what does the organisation believe
mandatory expenditure is for?

One answer is that it purchases permission to continue trading. That is correct, but
incomplete. The expenditure also purchases concentrated knowledge about the
institution’s weaknesses. It mobilises people who seldom work together. It makes deferred
decisions urgent. To discard those assets after achieving formal compliance is to pay for
diagnosis and refuse treatment.

The more mature answer is not to turn every rule into a grand transformation. It is to
recognise that the organisation will be changed by the programme whether leaders intend
it or not. New reports create new routines. New controls create new posts. New interfaces
create new dependencies. “Compliance only” is not the absence of transformation; it is
transformation without an explicit view of the institution being created.

That is the longer lesson across eras. Decimal conversion, date remediation, currency
change and the present accumulation of prudential and conduct requirements differ
profoundly in substance. Yet each presents the same temporary alignment of necessity,
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attention and investment. Each can leave behind a stronger capacity to know, control and
alter the enterprise—or another layer that makes the next obligation harder.

The choice is rarely between safety and ambition. It is between conscious and
unconscious inheritance.

When the next regulatory deadline appears, the first question must still be, “What must be
true by the date?” The second should follow immediately: “What weakness has this
requirement revealed that we are no longer willing to carry?”

An organisation that answers only the first may comply. An organisation prepared to
answer both may finally change.


