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About Metalogue Consulting
We are a team
of organisational
development consultants
with deep experience and
expertise in:

Developing the
capability of leaders

Conversation is the
key to business

People, patterns
and processes

We have a reputation for our
work in developing the capability
of leaders, change agents and
consultants. We’re progressive
thinkers, constantly developing
new approaches.

We believe that conversation is
the key to better business. This
is because organisations are
made up of people with skills
and ideas, with opinions, needs
and insecurities that go beyond
anything that’s ever been written
on an organisation chart.

We are interested in people,
in patterns and in processes –
especially social ones. We listen,
we talk. We tell you what we’ve
heard and what we think. We
give you the opportunity to
think differently.

In our consulting work we help you to have the critical conversations
that are needed to explore possibilities, overcome difficulties, and
realise opportunities.

If you would like to explore how we can help you, then please contact
Andrew Day at andrewday@metalogue.co.uk
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1. Introduction
The language of transformation has become commonplace in organisations. In
our consulting work, we increasingly see and hear about attempts to transform
organisations. Transformations are, however, difficult and challenging endeavours
and the available evidence indicates that success rates are low. A paper in the Sloan
Management Review in 2018, for instance, estimates that only about 25%
succeed (1).

The purpose of this research has been to investigate the
practice of organisation transformation and to develop
practical insights that are grounded in the experience of
those who are leading or doing transformation work.

Success rate
of Transformations

25%
Sloan Management
Review 2018

What do we mean by transformation?
For us, organisation transformation involves most or all of the following characteristics:
• Radical, discontinuous or fundamental in nature;
• Change in the organisation’s form and / or function;
• Comprehensive, affecting everyone and all parts of an organisation;
• Enduring over time (i.e. not temporary);
• Discovery or invention of new products or services, and
• A reformulation of the purpose or operations of the organisation.
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2. Executive Summary
Key findings

1

Transformation is a social process of discovery, creativity and innovation.

2

Transformations are characterised by ongoing, fundamental challenges and dilemmas.

3

Success requires the engagement and mobilisation of people.

4

How the transformation is framed has consequences.

5

Transformations are emotional roller coasters.

6

Leaders need to hold their nerve and create the necessary conditions.

7

Transformation starts when the organisation begins to tell itself different stories
about itself.

Most transformations involve the application of technology or a new idea to create new or better
products or services. Success is less about implementing a plan or technical aptitude than mobilising
the collective intelligence, imagination and energy of employees to create new organisational forms,
products or services.

These arise because of critical choices around key issues such as speed, timing and the strength
of emotion that transformations generate. Political interests and different assumptions about the
organisation and the future influence how different stakeholders reconcile these dilemmas. The
extent to which the important choices are worked through is critical to the success of the
transformation.

Organisations transform because people care about creating a new future. High levels of energy and
passion are, however, not realised by rational-logical business cases. We found that those organisations
that truly engaged their employees linked the transformation with a clear adaptive challenge and
framed the need in language that was inclusive and appealed to what people cared about.

Most transformations are underpinned by a metaphor that informs what the transformation means
to people. This metaphor, and the language that brings it to life, either creates a sense of opportunity
and possibility, or generates fear, anxiety and compliance. Narratives that focus on realising a future
opportunity that matters to people are more likely to be energising and engaging.

Transformations are characterised by discomfort, anxiety and uncertainty, hope and excitement. The
role of leaders and change agents is to give people the confidence to inhabit and stay with a new way
of seeing and thinking for long enough for change to emerge.

The role of leaders is less about "working out" the transformation, and more about mobilising
everyone in a creative conversation and endeavour in which people are free to experiment, speak
frankly and challenge each other to realise an exciting future together.

As people start to talk differently with each other about what they are doing and the possibilities that
they see, change happens. This is not a linear and ordered process. Significant shifts and movements
can be expected, alongside periods when the transformation feels slow, stuck or even impossible.

5
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Implications for practitioners
Leaders and change agents need to:

Invest sufficient time and energy in creating the frame of the Transformation.

This requires leaders to identify and make the critical strategic choices, to set boundaries and agree
the underpinning principles of the transformation. Language and metaphor enable people to see
new possibilities and action.

Communicate a coherent narrative that brings the transformation to life.

Leaders need to be the chief storytellers for the transformation. Change agents need to help them
to create a compelling narrative that answers: what we are doing, why are we doing it and why does
it matter?

Pay exquisite attention to the language, images and metaphors that are used to
describe the transformation.

By listening to and noticing language, we can understand how different people see the organisation
and are relating to the transformation. This gives leaders and change agents greater awareness and
choice about how they use language and images to open up possibility and energise different groups.

Role model the transformation i.e. do what they are asking others to do.

Leaders need to behave in a way that is congruent with both the transformation and the process of
transformation. It’s a cliché to say: ‘Be the change you want to see’, but it’s true and it’s difficult.
Small everyday gestures communicate powerful messages.

Create multiple and regular "Transformative Spaces" to engage people and
stimulate creativity, innovation and experimentation.

The transformation process needs to create space and time for people to talk together about what
matters most to them, what they need to let go of and what they want to create together. These
spaces need to give sufficient room for both requisite retrospection and thinking about what we are
planning to do together.

Pay attention to what happens with rigour.

Notice what works, what does not and learn about transforming the organisation by changing it.
We learn through experimentation, risk taking and review.

Transformation happens because of wide involvement and commitment to
reinventing the organisation.

Many leaders and change agents carry too much of the burden of responsibility on their shoulders.
Wide involvement generates energy, ideas and ownership. Equally, finding space and time to reflect
and recharge gives perspective and ensures you do not burn out.

6
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3. The Ongoing and Fundamental
Challenges of Transformation
One theme ran throughout our research: transformations are difficult and require leaders to find a balance
between competing demands, agendas and interests. Here are some of the major dilemmas and challenges
that we came across:

Acting into future challenges rather than trying to solve today’s or yesterday’s
problems.

Work with the future in mind rather looking at the world through the lens of today’s challenges.
Transformations require us to see the world differently – a paradigm shift - rather than assuming
the future will be an extension of the past. For instance, a City Council is attempting to build a large
Park and Ride system that will take 10 years to implement. In contrast, a baseball stadium is being
built in the US that will not have parking based on the assumption that the future will be a world of
driverless cars.

Creating a future that employees care about, excites them and offers them a future.

Transformations require considerable energy and effort to overcome inertia and to challenge
established norms. This energy comes from excitement and hope about what could be created.
Equally, the challenge of many transformations is that they replace and change the jobs of employees
who are critical to the success of the transformation. How can these employees be engaged in either
creating new value and roles, or creating a future for themselves outside of the organisation?

Balancing a focus on operational delivery whilst also investing energy, resources
and time on transformation.

The trap is to become too pulled into the day-to-day demands so that a credible transformation
effort is not possible; or to become too focused on the transformation whilst the existing business
or service suffers.

Sequencing and ordering transformation activities to ensure energy, time and
effort is focused so those involved do not burn out.

The risk is that the transformation programme becomes overly reactive with too many meetings and
requests from senior stakeholders for updates; or that activities lurch between frantic efforts and
stasis. In our research, we spoke with many Transformation Directors who are exhausted and drained
under the burden of responsibility.

The politicised nature of transformations.

Transformations are ambiguous, complex and the stakes are high. Those involved have to influence
and develop some consensus across disparate stakeholders with different agendas and perspectives.
Competing interests and politics are inevitable.

Setting realistic yet ambitious expectations of what can be achieved and what level
of investment is required of everyone.

The risks are that the transformation is hopelessly unrealistic, under-resourced or overly optimistic.
In our experience, leaders underestimate the degree of effort, resource and time that is required
for transformation efforts. At the same time, transformations need to be ambitious and bold. The
challenge is to find a workable balance.
There are no easy or obvious answers to these dilemmas. Leaders and change agents need to confront them,
to talk openly and candidly with each other and find workable compromises.
In the early stages and throughout the transformation, therefore, leaders need to surface and confront the
realities, dilemmas and difficulties of undertaking the transformation. This requires tough and clear strategic
choices which if avoided or “fudged” create ambiguities through the organisation and beyond.

Metalogue Consulting
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In the Harvard Business Review, Scott Anthony (2) argues
that there are different categories of transformation:

Operational
Doing what you are currently
doing, better, faster, or cheaper.

Core
Doing what you are currently doing
in a fundamentally different way.

Strategic
Involves changing the very
essence of a company.

What is the purpose of your transformation and what are the reasons that this needs to be undertaken?
What is your transformation not trying to achieve?

Unanswered and unresolved strategic choices
A sub-group of the Executive team in one global business were meeting regularly to agree
how the organisation needed to transform and at what pace. Divisions and disagreements
quickly surfaced around what was important and needed protection; how fast the
organisation could move; the risks of making bold decisions; how much time the business
had before a crisis would emerge; and the extent to which any changes would be supported
by employees and work in the existing culture. The group’s discussions were understandably
passionate and difficult because the risks were high, the business was being scrutinised
by different stakeholders and commentators and those involved were anxious.
The risk for such a group is to smooth or ignore these differences before the
transformation gets underway. Finding a way to carry these differences in an ongoing
conversation helps ensure the transformation does not derail at a later stage because
fundamental questions and challenges have been avoided or denied.

Metalogue Consulting
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4. The Importance of Framing
the Transformation
A central finding from our research is that the term “transformation” has different and conflicting meanings (2).
This can lead to:
• Ambiguities about expectations, processes and outcomes
• Different interpretations about what is necessary and
what needs to be done
• Confusion and misunderstandings between stakeholders
• Unrealistic expectations or disappointments, and
• Resistance and opposition to the transformation.
The framing of the transformation and the narrative that
describes its form and why it is necessary is critical to guiding
and mobilizing action. As we heard more about
transformation efforts we became convinced that
Transformations happen because a critical mass of people
care deeply about re-inventing the organisation.
The level of emotional investment of employees therefore
influences the likelihood that a transformation effort will
achieve its aims.

Metaphors are used to communicate the
form and nature of transformation
Almost every transformation that we researched was
informed by an underlying metaphor which people used
to describe the transformation process. This metaphor
was communicated implicitly or explicitly in the language
and images that leaders and change agents used to describe
what was happening and what was necessary. Most of the
time, individuals were unaware of the metaphor that they
were using.
The underlying metaphor implied:
• What form of transformation is necessary
• What types of actions are required
• What success looks like
• How individuals communicate, and
• The urgency of change.
Some of the metaphors that we heard being used, were:
• Renovation
• Metamorphosis
• Getting Fit
• Burning Platform
• Revolution
• Incubation
• Transformer
• Reformation
Each of these metaphors was associated with different
language, images and assumptions about what organisations
are and how they change. Different metaphors also make
inferences about whether the core identity and purpose of
the organisation will change or remain the same. For instance,

How people see the situation
& the actions that are necessary

Language
& discourse
Images & metaphors
of ‘transformation’

Assumptions & beliefs
About organisations
and how they
change

Metalogue Consulting

the Renovation metaphor tended to be associated with
change within an existing identity; whereas the Metamorphosis
or Revolution metaphors were used to infer a fundamental
change in identity.
Each metaphor also appeared to have a hidden or “dark
side” that tends to be overlooked but can have destructive
consequences if not acknowledged. For instance, the
metaphor of the organisation being a Burning Platform
generates fear and evokes the archetype of the leader as
a “hero” who is there to save everyone.

Why do metaphors matter?
A metaphor is a way of helping us make sense of the world.
One thing is understood by making associations to another.
This help us to convey insights, ideas and intuitions that are
not always possible through rational-logical arguments. For
instance, "Cloud Computing" is a metaphor that helps society
grasp the possibilities of the delivery of computing services
over the internet.
Metaphors both constrain how we see a situation and open
up new possibilities. They can narrow our choices and how
we think about transformation without us even realising it.
They also have the potential to disrupt how we see the world.
It is, however, impossible to transform an organisation while
continuing to think in old ways. Metaphors therefore open
up new, creative perspectives and frames for guiding a
transformation.
Metaphors help people to imagine the future. This is important
because people act into the future they imagine. For instance,
if design engineers in a car company envisage a future made
up of driverless, electric cars they start to act differently in
the present.

Framing the Transformation as a
response to an Adaptive Challenge
Behind most transformations is a need to respond to an
emerging or anticipated disruption to markets and society.
Most, if not all, sectors and industries are being impacted
by global competition, political uncertainties, digital
technology and the exponential growth in connectivity.
These conditions are creating what Ron Heifetz and Marty
Linsky from Harvard University have termed “Adaptive
Challenges” (3). These are challenges that tend to be difficult
to define and easy to deny. They involve changes in values,
roles, relationships and change in numerous places across
organisational boundaries. They require experimentation,
innovation and new discoveries.
In our research, we observed that narratives that frame the
transformation as an adaptive response that arises from an
emerging challenge are far more likely to engage and energise
employees. This is particularly the case when they have been
involved in the shaping and development of the ideas behind
the transformation.
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Table 1

Illustrations of different
transformation metaphors
METAMORPHOSIS
A global corporation with a long history
has been transforming itself in moving
from its traditional portfolio, which
included dyes and polymers alongside
pharmaceuticals and consumer health
products, into being a “Life Sciences”
business. The transformation has involved
the divestment of its traditional material
sciences wing and the acquisition of an
additional crop science business. With
the new shape of the business portfolio
comes a new organizational narrative
with pharmaceutical products being
framed as “curative” medicine, whilst
nutrition associated with the crop
science business being seen as part of
a “preventive” health approach. The
metaphor that informs the transformation
is one of Metamorphosis because the
new entity will have a fundamentally
different identity and purpose
compared to the past.
RENOVATION
In response to changes in technology a
European Ferry company has embarked
on a multi-year transformation
programme. This includes changes
in brand positioning, changes to the
product offering, and the enhancement
of customer experience through better
use of digital technology. It also involves
different ways of working - with
significant structural changes to the
sales, marketing and pricing teams
and changes in expectations of people
in key roles. The company has a very
strong sense of heritage and identity
and is a key player in the regional
economy. The informing metaphor for
the transformation is one of Renovation.
The focus of the transformation is to
maintain the core identity and values
of the organisation, whilst modernising
and adapting to changes in the wider
world.

Metalogue Consulting

We have observed that transformation efforts that are
internally referenced in description tend to focus on the
past and use deficit or critical language, such as “being
uncompetitive”, “not fit for purpose” etc. Such framings
are more likely to leave people feeling ashamed, defensive
or fearful. In other organisations, transformation was
approached “as if” it were purely a technical and rationallogical process. These organisations were experiencing a
host of difficulties with the transformation process which
can be linked to an inability or unwillingness to engage
people in the process.

The impact of “deficit” language
The CEO and the Executive team, in a global business
in the health sector, are concerned that leaders in the
business needed to drive change and move at a faster
pace to be more commercial. To the external observer
it is not clear what is the wider challenge that pace and
drive address. Many employees appear to feel that the
organisation’s core purpose and values are being lost.
A sense of being criticized and pushed is leaving people
feeling threatened and anxious. Our judgement is that
this is reinforcing the patterns that the Executive team
want to change because employees are not emotionally
engaged in the transformation and are therefore resistant
to the core transformational message.

Crafting a metaphor for
your transformation
Frame your transformations as being in response to
an “adaptive challenge” and create a transformational
metaphor that reflects a future that people care about
and believe is possible.
Take a moment to reflect on what you are trying to convey,
what you actually mean and what response you want to
invoke in others.
• What do people care about?
• What is the adaptive challenge that the organisation faces?
• What images or words might capture how the
organisation could look in the future?
• What metaphor might capture what is possible?
• How might people react or respond to it?
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Table 1

Illustrations of different
transformation metaphors
INCUBATION
A global energy company is investing
in growing its capability to develop
innovative digital products and services
as it had fallen behind in its retail
markets. The company set up an
independent unit in Central London
that is resourced by highly experienced
and competent digital experts from
consultancies and other corporations.
The intention of the project is to grow
capability and to help the larger
enterprise to transform itself by
adopting products and services developed
in the incubator. The underlying concept
is to protect the vulnerable new unit
from the powerful corporate culture.

Table 2

Generative Images

Gervase Bushe and Bob Marshak(4) argue
that “generative images” are at the
heart of successful transformations.
These images (metaphors):
• Point to a future people care about
• Are ambiguous and stimulates many
different meanings and ideas
• Allow people to see old things in
new ways
• Create new alternatives that people
did not realise were possible
• Are attractive and compelling –
inviting people to act in new ways.

“The Programmable World”

The eventual successful transformation of
Nokia from a mobile phone manufacturer
to a network services provider was partly
inspired by the generative image of “The
Programmable World”. This reflected
Nokia’s vision of how in the future, high
levels of network connectivity through
“the Cloud” and mobile sensor
technology would interact to enable
intelligent analysis and learning to feed a
whole range of devices that will change
our lives.

Getting fit, growth, becoming competitive,
Remains fundamentally
getting lean, fit for purpose, benchmarking, hard the same
work and effort,
cheaper, faster, quicker!

Changing of the guard, social movement,
political change, new ideologies and belief
systems. Can be quiet or very noisy!

Capabilities and parts are re-configured
and combined in new ways to perform new
functions or purposes. Process and
engineering led.

Creation of something new, self-organizing
and re-configuring into different forms. A
natural process whereby new forms will
emerge under the right conditions. Magical
and mysterious.

Conveys a sense of urgency or crisis and
Threat to its survival
imminent threat to the survival. The business is
not viable or sustainable. A focus on short term
activity and actions.

Nurturing of new products, services or
capabilities outside of the core. Protecting
innovation from the established culture.

Religious associations, root and branch
reform, sense of morality and failure to
live up to ideals.

Getting Fit

Revolution

Transformer

Metamorphosis

Burning
Platform

Incubation

Reformation

Identity is maintained
or restored.

In time a new identity
may emerge but now the
core remains the same

Radically different

A change in the core
identity of the
organisation.

A new and different
identity

Remains fundamentally
the same

Re-structuring, re-design and planning,
modernization. A destructive phase of
breaking down silos, knocking down followed
by re-building either with people or without
them. Alignment of departments.

Renovation

Organisation identity
& purpose

Language & action

Metaphor

Dark side of the Metaphor

Organisations are buildings or
Equates people with materials and
structures than can be designed departments with units. Undue
attention focused on knocking
down or removing parts.

Assumptions about the
organisation

Righteousness, indignation,
guilt, pride, shame and fear.

Care, nurturing, creative energy
and curiosity. Possible envy and
competition with established
culture.

Fear, urgency, anxiety, panic
and feeling under threat.

Hope, anticipation, discomfort
with the mess and uncertainty
of the process, doubts and
skepticism.

Creative, fearful, purposeful and
dissociation from emotions.

Organisation as a moral or
religious system

Organisations are cultures that
are hard to change.

Organisation as an endangered
community

Organisations are complex living
systems.

Organisation is a machine with
independent, functioning parts

Energy, passion, aggression, fear, Organisations are political
hatred and opposition.
systems made up of coalitions
and competing interests

Excessive moralising and judgement

Avoidance of tackling
existing cultural patterns;
envy of the new

Fear and manipulation;
Invites hero archetype

Unrealistic hope

Treating people like robots

Abuse of power and forced splits and
divisions

Competitiveness, pride if you are Biological and evolutionary
Judgement, competitiveness,
improving. fear, guilt and shame metaphor that invokes survival of shame and guilt
for being unhealthy, tiredness
the fittest.
because of the effort.

Excitement, pride, fear if you are
in an out of date part or fear of
doing damage.

Range of emotional responses

Metalogue Consulting
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5. Working through the Emotions
of Transformation
Transformations are emotional journeys as well as rational-logical processes. They are messy, uncertain and
ambiguous. Intense emotion and discomfort go hand in hand with transformation. Those involved experience
swings between moments of excitement and elation and low points of pain and frustration. Most of our
clients talked about things getting more difficult in the short term. Resistance, opposition and doubts are
inevitable. Many organisations are also suffering from change fatigue, people are weary of further changes
and cynical about transformation efforts.

The framing of the transformation influences how people feel about it
The emotional space of the transformation shapes the language; and the language shapes the emotional
space. Transformative Metaphors evoke different images for different stakeholders. These trigger very
different emotional responses and levels of engagement from employees, ranging from:
• Fear and anxiety
• Apathy and avoidance
• Cautious optimism
• Excitement and engagement
The meaning that a particular metaphor conveys is contextual and shaped by the organisation’s culture
and history. For instance, for one of our clients the metaphor of “re-structuring” was used to symbolize
the changes that the leadership were making. In a review of the change process, one manager described
how this language triggered memories of past “re-structurings” that were badly implemented and resulted
in considerable pain to those affected. She felt the metaphor created anxiety and fear amongst her teams
rather than engaging them in the process.

Fear of losing identity
A public-sector agency was created by separating units and departments from other
agencies and then assembling or bolting them together. This created an organisation in
which each unit saw itself as different from the others and not part of the same entity.
Attempts were then made by the senior management to align units to create a single
organisation. Fears of losing identity however, meant that each unit invested its energy
in maintaining its uniqueness and independence from the other units. Rather than
creating one organisation this reinforced silos and boundaries between the different
parts of the organisation.

Metalogue Consulting
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Loss and letting go
People’s attachment to the past and the present affect their ability to move into the future. Transformation
requires people to let go of these attachments and to focus their attention and energy on creating an
alternative future. In all transformations, loss comes before people experience significant gains. People
need to acknowledge and work through loss, such as changes to their identity and roles. If people are
unable to let go, then they find it hard to invest in creating a new future.
In a number of organisations, we observed how loss kept the organisation stuck in unhelpful and dysfunctional
patterns. Unresolved feelings about the past (such as betrayal or a sense of injustice) direct energy towards
the past and present, rather than releasing energy for creating a new future. This problem is more apparent
in organisations that are in a reactive position – having to transform - or where transformation is imposed by
external stakeholders

Past

Present

Future

Energy
& attention

Unresolved past

Energy
& attention

Hope & excitement
about the future

See the
present
differently

Requisite Retrospection
Transformation, therefore, requires the requisite levels of retrospection to acknowledge losses whilst not
getting lost in them. The question is how much retrospection is required. Not talking about loss leads to
unresolved feelings, such as resentment, frustration, sadness, etc. Time needs to be given for people to
explore their experience of loss and express their emotional reactions. As people start to process their loss,
they begin to shift their focus and attention to the future.

Metalogue Consulting
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6. Transforming Everyday Conversations
Organisation are “fields of conversations” that generate complex patterns of interaction. Transformation
occurs when these conversational patterns shift and take on new forms creating new meanings. It is,
therefore, through these everyday ordinary conversations that transformations happen.
Rather than being a linear and ordered process,
conversations can dramatically shift, and new meanings
can emerge. However, transformation can feel slow
at first as people explore and test out their ideals and
hopes about the future. As a critical mass starts to form,
the transformation process can suddenly take on a life of
its own. Big ‘T’ transformations of the organisation, emerge
out of small but fundamental “micro-transformations” in
local, everyday interactions and conversations.
Conversational patterns start to shift and change when
individuals come together from diverse backgrounds to
explore and resolve issues of mutual concern. If these
conversations are to be transformative then they need to
touch on issues that people care deeply about and want
to change. Those involved also need to listen to others’
experiences and, whilst not necessarily agreeing, be prepared
to understand where someone is coming from and to
question their assumptions.

Conversational patterns start
to shift and change when
individuals come together

A Transformative Space
facilitates conversations

Our findings point to the importance of generative and
creative conversations in which people are free to speak
from their experience and to express their ideas of what
is possible. Trust is key to these conversations, because
if groups are unwilling to talk frankly and openly with
each other then they won’t be able to agree what needs
to change, or fully engage people in the transformation
process.

Transformative Space
A Transformative Space facilitates conversations that
enable candid, frank and rich exchanges between people.
This facilitates the emergence of new levels of
understanding, insights and creative ideas. Creating
multiple and regular transformative spaces is key to
engaging people and the process of transformation.

The characteristics of a
Transformative Space

Transformative Spaces could be:
• Dedicated Board meetings to review the transformation
• Governance Boards
• Senior Leadership Conferences

A clear
invitation, frame
and purpose

Diversity of ideas,
points of view &
perspectives
An enabling
physical space

• Regular drop in meetings with the transformation team
• Transformation Summits
• Departmental breakfast meetings
• Large group meetings using methodologies such as
Open Space or Future Search
• “Stop and Review” sessions etc.

A host or
convenor

Transformative
Space

Minimal structure to
enable free flowing
conversation

Safe
space

Creative forms
of expression

Metalogue Consulting

Examples of Transformative Spaces

A Transformative Space to support
the transformation of a global function
A functional leadership team of a global corporation were struggling to agree the scope
and design of its function’s operating model. Disagreements existed around which areas
needed to change and which were the key roles that were required in the future. After
many months of disagreement and slow progress, the leadership team decided to
dedicate two hours every week to reviewing progress and making critical decisions.
Over a period of months, they were able to understand their areas of disagreement
and find areas of common ground. The regular and focused meetings helped them to
work through their differences and to start to function as a team, rather than being
overly invested in the interests of their part of the organisation. The shift in how they
related to each other and engaged in conversations around the transformation was itself
an important step in the process of transformation of the function.

Dialogue sessions to support transformation

As part of a transformation programme at a European telecommunications firm, leaders were brought
together with members of the Executive in groups of 16 to explore the question: “What are we learning
about leading the transformation of the organisation?” Each session lasted 2 hours and was positioned
as a dialogue in which the only rules were that individuals listened to, and inquired into, others’
experiences and talked to their experience of the transformation. A convenor helped the group to hold
to the principles of dialogue. As the sessions progressed, a deeper understanding of how the business
was changing started to emerge, and a shared understanding of how everyone participated in maintaining
the existing culture.

Questions for you to reflect on:
•
•
•
•
•

Which relationships and connections are key to the transformation?
Who needs to talk with whom about what?
What is it both necessary and possible to talk about now?
What gets in the way of people being open and candid?
How can you create a safe space where people can talk?

16
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7. Enabling Discovery,
Creativity and Innovation
If transformation is about finding a new form then it needs to be an act of discovery and invention.
By definition, therefore, the form of the transformation cannot be fully known up front.
We observed that many transformations make a separation between design and implementation. A small
group of subject matter experts, senior managers and consultants design how the organisation needs to
change. These transformations tend to run into reality at the point when the implementation process starts.
Those leading the transformation are then confronted with having to learn about which of their ideas will
work in practice, and which changes those affected are willing to accept.
Increasingly, transformation programmes are relying on agile methods and rapid prototyping in which teams
work in quick iterative cycles of design, test and review. This enables people to learn quickly, to identify
which concepts or ideas will work in practice and to learn by doing.
Whatever approach or methodology a transformation programme follows, learning, discovery and creativity
are critical. Otherwise, organisations tend to reinvent the past because they fail to notice and challenge the
core assumptions and beliefs that are at the heart of what they do. External consultants can help prevent this
happening because they come with different frames of reference.

Creating room for experimentation
Transformation requires disruption of the status quo - however – nervousness, fear, uncertainty and
ambiguity often manifest as risk aversion, resistance to change and an absence of experimentation.
Leaders and change agents need to create a high trust and safe environment in which people feel they can
take risks and make mistakes. Leaders need to be curious, confident and open to possibilities. They also
need to let go of control and the desire to approve all significant changes; otherwise they create bottlenecks
and undermine ownership of the transformation process.

Learning Reviews
Regular, disciplined and rigorous learning reviews are critical at
different levels of the transformation. At a local level, project teams
need to ask themselves:
• How are we doing? How are we working together?
• What is working? Why do we think this is the case?
• What are we learning?
• What do we need to stop doing, start doing or do more of?
As the programme progresses, learning reviews are required across
organisational boundaries to help understand systemic interdependencies
between different parts.

Establishment of a community of
practice at a global energy business
One of the members of the incubator unit at the energy company had established a community of
practice of leaders of digital projects across the business. He convened meetings every six months or so
for the group to connect. These meetings were an opportunity for individuals to showcase their projects
and to test out their ideas and concepts with a group of supportive colleagues. This community helped to
develop important connections and relationships across the business and supported the process of
sharing learning and insights about the market and the creation of new products and services.
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8. Leadership of Transformation
We heard and observed that leaders make a difference during transformation programmes when they:
• Act as disruptors
• Are storytellers
• Work as a leadership team
• Instil confidence and hold their nerve
• Think holistically and make connections
• Pay attention to symbols and small gestures, and
• Host conversations and dialogues.

Leaders as disruptors
Leaders are increasingly expected to disrupt the status quo; rather than focus on maintaining a steady state
or creating order. They need to question and challenge and to be bold. Leadership teams need to get ahead
of the innovation curve and be proactive in responding to new possibilities rather than reacting to events and
being forced into transformation.

Leaders as storytellers
The CEO and Executive must act as the chief storytellers creating a coherent narrative around the
transformation and embodying the future. They need to tell a clear, compelling and consistent message to all
the constituencies and stakeholders inside and outside of the company over a prolonged period of time.
They equally need to encourage others to tell their stories about the transformation – how do they see the
future? What, in their experience, is working? What are they noticing that is different?

Host conversations and dialogues
Leaders need to convene conversations around the meaning of transformation efforts and help people to
understand the adaptive challenge. Rather than providing answers they need to ask the important questions
that challenge people to question their assumptions of what is possible.
In the uncertain, messy and ambiguous process that is transformation, leaders need to make sense of events
with others. Their role is less about standing on a stage and presenting the strategy and the plan; it is more
about helping people to explore what is happening, and creating the conditions in which individuals can
experiment, innovate and take risks. Communication therefore needs to be two-way. Leaders need to
question and challenge people’s assumptions whilst being prepared to have theirs challenged.

Instil confidence and hold their nerve
The role of leaders and change agents is to give people confidence to inhabit and stay with a new metaphor
for long enough. Confidence, without hubris, is called for to help people to find the courage to step into the
unknown, to experiment and challenge norms. Equally, leaders need to show vulnerability and acknowledge
they do not have all the answers.

Work as a leadership team
Leaders need to work together to optimise the whole rather than to protect the interests of their part of the
organisation. This requires leaders to put aside their competitive urges and self-interest and to trust in their
colleagues. When unresolved differences exist between senior executives this becomes readily apparent to
the wider organisation.
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Think holistically and make connections
We noticed that fundamental changes can fragment people and create disconnection across an organisation,
particularly when structural changes are involved (which is the case with most transformation efforts). Part of
the role of leadership, therefore, is to help connect people up and help them to see the interdependencies
across the organisation.

Pay attention to symbols and small gestures
Leaders can communicate intent and what is changing through their everyday gestures and behaviour. By
role modelling, being consistent and congruent in what they say and do, they project powerful, symbolic
messages to others. In periods of transformation, the congruence between what leaders say and what they
do is scrutinized. Saying one thing and doing another creates cynicism and undermines confidence.
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9. Summary and Conclusion
Our research demonstrates that organisation transformation arises when employees from across
the organisation are energised and mobilised in a process of creativity, experimentation and learning.
What enables this to happen are the following:
• Working out and through the fundamental questions early in the process
• Framing the transformation as a response to an adaptive challenge
• Finding a transformative metaphor that opens up new ways of seeing and acting
• Creating a safe, trusting and open environment in which people are willing to take risks,
experiment and speak openly with each other
• Providing sufficient space and time for “requisite retrospection” to work through loss
and unresolved feelings
• Creating multiple, different and regular transformative spaces for people to explore ideas,
opportunities and possibilities
• Holding regular learning reviews, and
• Leading the transformation effort in ways that enable the above, instil confidence
and generate curiosity and a willingness to learn.

20

Metalogue Consulting

21

10. Appendices
Bibliography
1. The Truth About Corporate Transformation Research Highlight by Martin Reeves, Lars Fæste,
Kevin Whitaker, and Fabien Hassan, Sloan Management Review, January 31, 2018.
2. What Do You Really Mean by Business “Transformation”? by Scott Anthony, Harvard Business Review,
February 29, 2016.
3. Leadership in a permanent crisis by Heifetz, R., Grashow, A., Linsky, M. In Harvard Business Review,
July 2009. Harvard Business Publishing, MA.
4. Dialogic Organisation Development: The Theory and Practice of Transformational Change by Bushe,
G.R. & Marshal, R.J. Oakland, CA. Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2015.
5. Transforming NOKIA: The Power of Paranoid Optimism to Lead Through Colossal Change by Risto
Siilasmaa. McGraw-Hill Education, 2018.

Methodology & Contributors
Our research was based on:
1. Interviews with leaders and change agents involved in transformation efforts in organisations –
both past and present – to understand the form and nature of the transformation effort.
2. Case studies of high-profile transformation programmes based on consulting work with the client,
supplemented by information from newspapers and journals.
3. Observation and inquiry with client organisations that are undertaking transformation programmes.
4. An inquiry roundtable with leaders and change agents from 23 organisations held in June 2018.
We gathered data on:
• Individuals’ lived experiences of organisational transformation
• What organisations are doing to transform themselves
• What is reported or experienced to be helpful, effective and to enable the transformation process

Who participated in the research
We engaged both European-based Private Sector organisations and UK-based Public Sector organisations.
A number of the private sector organisations, whilst headquartered in Europe, have global operations.
The research included organisations from:
•
•
•
•

Energy Sector
Pharmaceuticals
Engineering
Transportation

•
•
•
•

Civil Service
Health Service
Manufacturing
Finance & Banking

•
•
•
•

Construction
Education
Local Government
Professional Services

Individual participants were drawn from a range of roles including:
•
•
•
•

Chief Executive
Chief Operating Officer
Head of Transformation
Medical Director

• Human Resource Director
• Organisation Development
• Director of Culture and
Engagement

• Head of Learning
& Development
• Head of Strategy
• Digital Transformation Director
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