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What Did They Actually Change? 
Why successful transformation does not always prove successful leadership 

Did the transformation succeed because of the leader, or did the leader look successful because 

the transformation succeeded? 

It is an uncomfortable question. It may also be one of the most important. 

Transformation leaders are often assessed through the success of the programmes associated with them. 

The platform went live. The milestones were achieved. The investment was approved. The initiative 

delivered its stated objectives.  The conclusion appears reasonable: the transformation succeeded, 

therefore the leadership must have been successful. 

Yet transformation programmes rarely succeed 

because of one leader alone.  They are shaped by 

organisational readiness, Board sponsorship, 

investment, market timing and the quality of the 

wider team.  When these conditions are 

favourable, a competent executive may appear 

exceptional.  When they are absent, an exceptional 

leader may appear less successful than the 

circumstances warrant. 

A successful transformation and a leader who 

genuinely caused transformation are not 

necessarily the same thing. 

This distinction is becoming increasingly important 

as organisations invest heavily in AI, data, cloud 

and digital capabilities.  More executives can now 

point to major programmes, substantial budgets 

and impressive implementation stories.  

Credentials have become easier to compare.  

Impact has not. 

The most revealing evidence often lies beyond the 

programme itself.  Did business leaders begin 

making different decisions?  Did functions 

collaborate differently?  Did accountability move 

from the project team into the business?  Did new 

behaviours survive after the implementation team 

moved on? 

Technology can be implemented without 

behaviour changing.  Processes can be redesigned 

without accountability improving.  New capabilities 

can be introduced without becoming embedded 

in the way the organisation actually operates.  In 

other words, transformation can succeed without 

the organisation truly transforming. 

The strongest leaders leave something more 

enduring behind.  They create conditions in which 

change becomes owned, embedded and 

sustained.  The organisation does not simply 

acquire new capabilities; it thinks differently, 

behaves differently and performs differently. 

That may explain why some executives repeatedly 

create impact across different organisations and 

environments while others struggle to replicate 

previous success.  Industry expertise matters. 

Technical credibility matters.  Regulatory 

understanding may be essential.  Yet none, on its 

own, explains why certain leaders consistently 

create lasting change. 

Many executives can describe what they 

implemented.  Far fewer can explain what 

changed.  Fewer still can demonstrate that the 

organisation would look materially different 

without their leadership. 

Perhaps the more revealing question is not What 

transformation did they lead? but What changed 

in the business because they were there? 

A programme proves that transformation occurred. 

The harder question is whether the 

organisation would look materially different 

had that leader never been there at all. 


