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Executive summary. Enterprise transformation programs do not usually fail because the strategy was 

wrong. They fail in execution — in the gap between what was approved in a steering committee and 

what actually happens inside teams. The failure pattern is consistent across industries and program 

types: strategy that reads well on a slide, governance that does not produce decisions, ownership that is 

diffused across peers, and a cadence that tracks status rather than forcing choices. This paper outlines 

the recurring causes of that gap, where governance and cadence typically go wrong, how to stabilize a 

program that is already off track, and how to build the institutional habits that keep a program honest as 

it scales. 

Why programs fail 

Three patterns show up repeatedly in transformation programs that miss their targets, regardless of 

industry or program type. They compound: a program with one of these problems can usually be saved; 

a program with all three cannot be saved without a reset. 

1. Misaligned ownership 

On paper, every program has an executive sponsor. In practice, sponsorship is often diffuse: a steering 

committee of peers, none of whom have decision rights over the others' functions. When cross-

functional trade-offs arise — and they always do — there is no one with the authority to resolve them. 

The program stalls, waiting for consensus that never comes, and the delay is usually blamed on 

"complexity" rather than on the absence of a decision-maker. 

The symptom is easy to recognize: the same decision appears on three consecutive steering committee 

agendas. Each meeting produces a request for "more analysis" that is really a request for someone else 

to take the political risk of choosing. Programs that run this pattern for six months rarely recover 

without a change in sponsorship. 

2. Weak sequencing 

Programs get sold as portfolios of parallel workstreams, which is how they get funded. They then have 

to be executed as dependency chains, which is how work actually happens. When sequencing is not 

made explicit — which workstream unblocks which, what must be true before the next phase starts, 
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which decisions gate which downstream builds — teams optimize locally and the program accumulates 

integration debt. 

The eventual "go-live" becomes the point at which all the ignored dependencies surface at once. Data 

models do not match. Process designs conflict. User roles have been defined three different ways. The 

integration work that should have happened continuously now has to be done under deadline pressure, 

and the quality of the outcome suffers accordingly. This is the single most predictable failure mode in 

large programs, and it is almost always visible months before go-live to anyone willing to look for it. 

3. Alignment that is declared, not maintained 

Kickoffs produce alignment. Everyone is in the room, the slides are clear, the commitments are public. 

Six weeks later, priorities have drifted, scope has expanded, and the definition of success has quietly 

changed in at least two functions. Without a mechanism to re-align on a cadence, programs end up with 

a shared charter and divergent execution. By the time the divergence is discovered, rework is expensive 

and relationships are strained. 

The pattern is especially common in programs where the strategy work and the delivery work are done 

by different teams. The strategy team believes alignment was achieved at kickoff and does not see the 

drift. The delivery team is aware of the drift but does not feel authorized to reopen the strategic 

discussion. The result is a program where everyone is working hard and no one is working on the same 

thing. 

Cross-functional delivery challenges 

Transformation programs cut across functions that rarely cooperate at the required depth. The frictions 

are predictable, and they should be designed for rather than wished away. A few specific failure modes 

are worth naming: 

• Conflicting incentives. The CFO's team is measured on cost, the revenue organization on growth, 

operations on throughput, technology on delivery dates. When a program requires short-term 

pain in one function for long-term gain in another, incentives must be explicitly adjusted — 

including, sometimes, compensation adjustments. Otherwise the function absorbing the cost 

quietly resists, and the resistance is very hard to detect until the program is already behind. 

• Resource commitments that are nominal, not real. Functional leaders commit "their best people" 

to the program. In practice those people still carry full day-job load, and their managers still 

evaluate them on their day job. Capacity must be carved out formally, with backfill planned and 

funded, or the program runs on evenings and weekends until it collapses. Programs that fail to 

secure real capacity commitments at the start almost never recover the time later. 

• Vendor and partner misalignment. Systems integrators and software vendors have their own 

incentives — billable hours, implementation milestones, license expansion, reference-customer 

positioning — that do not always point in the same direction as the client's success. Governance 

must include the partners as full participants, not treat them as external. When partners are 
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managed through procurement rather than through delivery governance, the relationship defaults 

to contractual rather than collaborative, and neither side gets the outcome they wanted. 

• Technology and business teams out of step. Business teams define requirements in abstractions; 

technology teams build to specifications. Without shared artifacts — journey maps, process-level 

designs, acceptance criteria defined jointly — both sides can be "on track" against their own 

definitions and still deliver something no one wants. The fix is shared artifacts owned jointly, not a 

better hand-off document. 

• Risk and compliance engaged too late. In regulated industries, legal, risk, compliance, and audit 

have effective veto power at the end of the project. Programs that do not engage them as 

participants during design routinely discover fatal objections in the final weeks. The cost of 

bringing them in early is real; the cost of not bringing them in is larger and harder to recover from. 

• Communication treated as a separate workstream. Change management and communication are 

often delegated to a small team that is disconnected from the delivery work. The result is polished 

messaging that does not match reality on the ground, which destroys trust with front-line users. 

Communication has to come from the delivery leaders, not around them. 

Governance and cadence that works 

The right governance model for a transformation program is lean, decision-oriented, and ruthlessly 

honest about status. The goal is not to document the program; it is to run it. Four elements do most of 

the work, and they only work when protected from the organizational pressures that erode them: 

• A single accountable owner with decision rights across the affected functions. Not a steering 

committee, not a PMO lead — one executive whose performance, compensation, and reputation 

depend on the outcome. If the organization cannot name that person, the program is not ready to 

start. 

• A small decision body (three to five people) that meets weekly or biweekly with a standing 

agenda: decisions required, risks escalated, sequencing changes, budget trade-offs. Status updates 

do not belong on this agenda; they belong in a pre-read. Meetings that spend their time on status 

rather than on decisions are the clearest sign that governance has degraded. 

• A delivery cadence that forces integration: shared sprint reviews, cross-functional demos, 

integration testing on a set schedule rather than at the end of the program. If the teams are not 

regularly showing each other working output, they are not actually integrating. 

• Honest status reporting. RAG (red/amber/green) status that is always green is worse than no 

status at all. The governance body must actively protect and reward the people who surface 

problems early, and must treat a sudden jump from green to red as a failure of reporting, not as a 

surprise. The tell is how the organization reacts the first time someone reports red: if the response 

is pressure to explain rather than help to resolve, the reporting will quietly become dishonest 

within weeks. 
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A useful diagnostic: in a given week, can the program identify the three decisions that must be made, 

the owner of each, and the date they will be resolved? If not, governance is not functioning, regardless 

of how many meetings are on the calendar. 

Stabilizing a high-risk program 

When a program is already in trouble, the organizational instinct is to add process — more meetings, 

more reporting templates, more oversight, more consultants. This almost always makes things worse. 

The team is already overloaded, trust is already eroded, and adding surveillance signals that leadership 

does not trust the people doing the work. Stabilization requires the opposite: subtract work, clarify 

ownership, and rebuild trust in the numbers. 

A working sequence for stabilizing a program in distress, in order: 

• Establish ground truth first. Before any replanning, get an honest assessment of where the 

program actually is: what is built, what is committed, what is at risk, what is silently not going to 

happen. Expect this assessment to differ significantly from the current status reports, and expect 

to spend two to four weeks on it. Skipping this step produces a plan that is as disconnected from 

reality as the one it replaced. 

• Cut scope, not timelines. Programs in trouble almost always have too much in flight. Remove or 

defer workstreams rather than compressing delivery. Compression rarely works because the same 

teams still have to do the same work; deferral works because it gives the critical path room to 

recover. The political cost of cutting scope is high, and it is the responsibility of the executive 

owner to absorb it. 

• Name a single owner with authority to make trade-offs, if one does not already exist. If the 

organization cannot or will not do this, the program cannot be stabilized. This is the single most 

common reason stabilization efforts fail: the organization wants the program rescued but is not 

willing to give any one person the authority to do it. 

• Re-sequence around dependencies, not political pressure. Sequence the work in the order it 

actually has to happen. This will produce uncomfortable conversations with stakeholders whose 

workstream has moved back, and those conversations have to happen with the owner visibly 

involved and backing the sequence. 

• Reset the cadence. A weekly decision meeting, a biweekly integration demo, a monthly executive 

review. Cancel everything else. The time savings alone tend to be significant, and the signal — that 

leadership is focused on decisions and delivery rather than reporting — matters as much as the 

time. 

• Rebuild credibility through small, visible wins. Trust is recovered through delivery, not through 

communication plans. Pick two or three commitments that can be delivered in the next 30 to 60 

days and hit them. Then pick two or three more. A program that has missed its original 

commitments recovers credibility one delivered commitment at a time, and no faster. 

• Protect the team doing the work. Stabilization efforts frequently produce a search for people to 

blame. This is almost always counterproductive. The people closest to the work usually know what 
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is broken and have been trying to say so; punishing them drives the remaining honesty out of the 

program. Accountability at the executive level, support at the delivery level, is the posture that 

works. 

Building institutional habits that last 

Stabilizing a single program is a one-time rescue. Building an organization that runs programs well is a 

different exercise, and it requires institutional habits that survive the individuals who built them: 

• Pre-mortems at the start of every major program. Require the team to write down, in advance, 

the three most likely ways the program will fail, and the early indicators for each. Revisit those 

indicators quarterly. 

• A standing portfolio view that shows every major program, its owner, its status, and its 

dependencies. Programs that are not on this view do not exist for planning purposes, and should 

not receive resources. 

• Structured after-action reviews on every significant program, good outcome or bad. Published 

internally, with names. The goal is organizational learning, not blame, but the reviews only matter 

if they are honest and visible. 

• A talent pipeline for program leadership. Large programs require a specific kind of leader who is 

scarce and hard to develop. Organizations that do not deliberately build this bench rent it from 

consultancies, which is expensive and does not build lasting capability. 

Bottom line 

The execution gap in enterprise transformation is not closed by better strategy, bigger budgets, or more 

consultants. It is closed by clear ownership, honest sequencing, a governance cadence that forces the 

right decisions to surface at the right time, and institutional habits that keep those disciplines in place as 

the organization changes around them. 

Most programs that fail had the right answer on slide three of their charter. What they did not have was 

a mechanism to keep that answer true as the organization changed around it. Building that mechanism 

— and defending it from the pressures that erode it — is the actual work of transformation leadership. 
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