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The Track Record for Change is Not Good 

“ ... only 30% of change programs succeed.”  John Kotter: 
Leading Change. 1996 

“ A survey of 3,199 executives around the world found that only 
one transformation in three succeeds.” McKinsey 2008 

“The results of a study of more than 1,500 change management executives from 15 
countries, revealed that 60 percent of projects aimed at achieving business change do 
not meet their objectives.”  IBM Global Study, October 2008 

“Just 20% of change programmes are considered a success. 40% are considered a 
partial success. 40% of programmes fail.  What’s more, both public and private sector 
organisations experience similar rates.” Professor Chris Clegg – Leeds University 
Business School – November 2009 

 

 
May 2010 Cornwell Business Consultants Ltd 3 



How Do We Define Change Success? 

A change project should have:  

 the objective of achieving a desired outcome with associated 
benefits, within a fixed timescale, and budget.  

Then “failure” can take three possible 
forms:  

 The work was not completed, 

 the outcome and expected benefits 
were not achieved , or  

 the project was delivered late  or over 
budget. 
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Why do Change Projects Fail? 

 

 

 Want and commitment for the change are 
missing 

 The design–reality gap is too big 

 Not enough attention is paid to the “people 
issues” 
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Why do Change Projects Fail? 

1) Want and commitment for the change are missing 

WANT  EFFORT  LIKELIHOOD OF SUCCESS 
 
 

Ambivalence and uncertainty will quickly spread 
into doubts and undermine commitment in the 
delivery teams.   

WANT 

COMMITMENT 

From the top but... 
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Why do Change Projects Fail? 

 Conquering Organizational Change: How to Succeed Where Most Companies Fail,  

 Pierre Mourier and Martin Smith 

1) Want and commitment for the change are missing 
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Why do Change Projects Fail? 

 

 

 

 There are obvious risks 
and an increased 
chance of failure if the 
size of the step that you 
are taking is too big.  

2) The design–reality gap is too big 
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Why do Change Projects Fail? 

Manchester University researched failure in 
e Government projects and concluded:   

 35% are total failures,  

 50% are partial failures, and  

 15% are successes.  

Central to e-government success and failure 
is the amount of change between 'where we 
are now' and 'where the e-government 
project wants to get us'.  

The larger this design-reality gap, the greater 
the risk of e-government failure.   

 

 

 

 

 Institute for Development Policy and Management  

University of Manchester, 

  

 

2) The design–reality gap is too big 
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2) The design–reality gap is too big 

 

Why do Change Projects Fail? 

 The more complex the task, i.e. 
the bigger the design-reality 
gap, the greater the chance of 
failure.  

 

 But the relationship between 
the size of the design - reality 
gap and the risk of failure is not 
linear.   

 

 There is a point at which failure 
is virtually guaranteed. 
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100% risk of failure 

Max acceptable risk of failure? 

Max acceptable 

design-reality 

gap 



Why do Change Projects Fail? 

 This “design – reality gap” is further exacerbated if there is a large delay 
from concept to delivery.  

 There are dependencies and assumptions about the “context”.  The 
longer the time scale for delivery of change, the bigger the risk of getting 
those assumptions wrong.   

 

 h 
Al Goerner(*) : 
 
Half-Life of a Requirements Set 
 
1980  8-12 years 
2000  2-3 years 
2010  6-18 months 

2) The design–reality gap is too big 
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Why do Change Projects Fail? 

 

 

 

 A well expounded message for 
change projects, but .....  

 

 Changing mindsets, behaviours and 
ways of working is complex and 
difficult to achieve.  

 

 
 And... people are often the biggest part of the solution – getting their 

contribution right or wrong will have a major impact.  

Cows coming home...... 

3) Not enough attention is paid to the “people issues” 
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Why do Change Projects Fail? 

“Upwards of 70% of change management projects fail to achieve stated business objectives 
due to internal politics and people associated with the change.  There are seven key risks to 
address in order to increase the chances of success: 

 Leaders assume the organisation is ready for change. 

 Not enough people know the business reasons for the change. 

 Top and middle management do not support the change. 

 The change is developed without input from those whom it affects. This problem is 
compounded by inadequate information sharing before, during and after the change. 

 Managers' and employees' job roles, accountabilities and performance metrics define 
and reward the "old" way of conducting business. 

 Employees lack or do not receive the knowledge and skills to make the change. 

 Leaders do not budget resources to help avoid the first six risks.” 
 

Human Capital and Strategic Change: Seven guideposts to mitigate risk. BearingPoint 2009 

3) Not enough attention is paid to the “people issues” 
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Why do Change Projects Fail? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Prosci’s ROI of Change Management Model 

The Change Management Learning Center  www.change-management.com 

 

3) Not enough attention is paid to the “people issues” 
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What are Agile change methods? 

 Principles taken from Agile software development, that emerged following 
disillusionment with conventional “waterfall lifecycle methodologies”. 

 Agile software manifesto: 

 “Individuals and interactions over processes and tools  
Working software over comprehensive documentation  
Customer collaboration over contract negotiation  
Responding to change over following a plan  

 That is, while there is value in the items on the right, we value the items on the left 
more.”  

 Highly structured and disciplined approach - a combination of techniques and 
style. 

 Adaptive not predictive 
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Agile change methods – what’s different? 

10 Principles 

Outcomes over  route 

Decisions over deliberations 

Now over later 

Flexibility over certainty 

Incremental over completeness 

Iterative over decomposition 

Fixed time/cost over fixed requirement 

“Good enough” over perfection 

Empowerment over  directives 

Human contact over digital dialogue 
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Agile change methods – what’s different? 

AGILE LEAN 

AGILE – LEAN common  themes 

− Iterative progression 

− Empirical process control 

− Focused on value and just enough 

− Through empowered teams self-management 

− Evolving - continuous improvement / kaizen 
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Agile Change – Behaviours 

 Trust people to do the right thing for the organisation. 

 Give them freedom and authority to work the way they want to. 

 Push decisions down the chain as far as possible – with guidance 
and support. 

 Allow those who are capable of leading to lead, no matter what 
their title or position is. 

 Tolerate mistakes – people learn from  
mistakes.  
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How do Agile methods reduce risks? 

Making clear the want and building commitment for change 

 Pro-active governance 

 A periodic review of progress and outcome. 

 Sponsors seen to make real decisions about direction 

 Prioritise value based outcome and the realisation of benefits 

 Down play the process 

 Emphasise “good enough, let’s move on” 

 Deliver in the short term  
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How do Agile methods reduce risks? 

Reducing the design-reality gap 

• An incremental approach – 
many small steps rather than 
one big step 

• Iterative process – small step 
then learn, small step 

• More weight on actions that 
can deliver benefits in the 
short term 

• Time or cost milestones 
rather than fixed content 
delivery 

• “good enough” over 
perfection 
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How do Agile methods reduce risks? 

Paying more attention to the people issues 

 “Self organising teams” - more control and ownership to the team.  

 “Outcomes over Route” – the teams in the workplace to decide how they 
will derive the required results and less attention to following a specified 
course of action.  

 Iterative approach  focussed on exploration and learning, and building 
capability and knowledge - improving change performance and building 
enthusiasm and confidence about the staff role in the change process. 

 Human contact over digital dialogue - an important step in “humanising” 
the change process.  
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Paying More Attention to the People Issues 

 A corporate outcome/values framework  
 A common incremental structure – with five steps 
 Tailoring that structure for each team 
 Coached the teams in an Agile iterative – incremental change process 
 Supported the transition process for each team. 

Continuous Improvement Level 3 

Level 5 

Level 1 

Level 2 

Level 4 

Incremental Transition  Steady-state 
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Agile principles reducing risks 

Principles / Risks 
Strengthening the 

want & commitment 
for change 

Reducing the design-
reality gap 

Paying more attention 
to the people issues 

Outcomes over  route √ 

Decisions over deliberations √ 

Now over later √ √ 

Flexibility over certainty √ √ 

Incremental over completeness √ 

Iterative over decomposition √ √ 

Fixed time/cost over fixed requirement √ 

“Good enough” over perfection √ √ 

Empowerment over  directives √ 

Human contact over digital dialogue √ √ 
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Is there a downside to Agile change? 
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Certainty of the solution 

low high 
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Is there a downside to Agile change? 

Additional cost of proactive 
governance 

  

 

 

 Coping with uncertainty from 
day one, and managing 
coordination of an evolving 
solution. 
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Conclusions 

 

If you’re in this space... 

          

                       then the benefits of using                          

                             Agile to reduce risks 

           outweigh the costs.        

AGILE CHANGE 

Increased 

likelihood of  

achieving 

positive RoI  

Additional 

Governance 

effort 

Managing 

uncertainty and 

dependencies 
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