
 

I N SI GHT   ·   T RA N SF ORM AT I ON  

The Manager Who Decides Whether Your Transformation 
Actually Happens 

Why the most consequential hire in a transformation programme is rarely the one leadership spends 

the most time on. 

Every transformation has a strategy, a sponsor, and a budget. Very few have a 

plan for the one role that determines whether any of it survives contact with 

the organisation. 

 

 

 

Boardrooms are fluent in the language of transformation. Top-management alignment. Stakeholder buy-in. 

Benefit-realisation plans. Risk registers. These are well-rehearsed, well-documented, and — by now — almost 

table stakes. Enough has been written about them that repeating it here would add little. 

What gets far less attention is the person standing at the only point where strategy actually meets the shop 

floor: the Transformation Manager. Not the sponsor. Not the steering committee. The person 8–12 years into 

their career, without the seniority to command resources, who is nonetheless the single point of failure for 

whether change takes root or quietly dies. 

We have run enough of these programmes to have a strong, evidence-based view on this: organisations 

routinely under-invest in selecting and developing this role — and pay for it later, in delays, drift, and credibility 

lost with the very stakeholders the transformation was meant to win over. 



A Cautionary Tale From the Ground 

On a supply-chain transformation for a large FMCG multinational, the programme was moving well — until the 

Transformation Manager rotated back into an operating role and a successor stepped in. Within weeks, the 

engagement lost momentum. It took the organisation months to recognise that the replacement simply wasn't 

ready for the role. By then, the damage was done: a blame cycle had started, morale had dipped, and weeks of 

hard-won progress had to be rebuilt almost from scratch. 

Nothing about this was unusual. It is, if anything, the default outcome when this hiring decision is treated as an 

afterthought rather than a design choice. 

What the Role Actually Demands 

The Transformation Manager sits at an unusual intersection: enough domain credibility to be taken seriously by 

functional teams, enough composure to hold the line when momentum dips, and enough political dexterity to 

influence people who don't report to them. Strip away the job description, and five things consistently separate 

the managers who deliver from the ones who don't: 

 

— Builds coalitions, not dependencies. A transformation typically pulls in consultants, vendors, internal 

cross-functional teams, and sometimes the client's own customers. The manager's job is to keep all of them 

moving in the same direction without losing the thread of what actually matters. 

— Owns the cadence. Tracks what's on time, what's not, and — critically — what “on time” is quietly 

masking in terms of quality. 

— Escalates like a problem-solver, not a messenger. The best ones don't bring leadership problems; they 

bring a diagnosis and two or three live options. That distinction is what earns a seat at the table. 

— Sustains energy past the honeymoon phase. Most transformations start with momentum and lose it 

somewhere in the middle third. A strong manager manufactures urgency deliberately — through cadence, 

visible wins, and communication — rather than hoping it survives on its own. 

— Leads without formal authority. Possibly the rarest skill on this list, and the hardest to train for after the 

fact. 

 

Where the Selection Process Usually Breaks 



s 

 

 

In our experience, organisations tend to fall into one of three traps when filling this role — and rarely realise 

which one until the programme is already in trouble. 

 

— The default-availability hire. The first available person gets the job, regardless of fit. Capable executives 

are usually already stretched thin elsewhere, and a partially-committed Transformation Manager can do 

more damage to a programme than an absent one. 

— The technical-but-not-relational hire. Strong domain knowledge, weak soft skills. The result is rarely 

dramatic failure — it's a slow accumulation of miscommunication and cross-functional friction that nobody 

can quite trace back to one cause. 

— The unconvinced hire. Someone capable, but not genuinely invested in the transformation's outcome. 

This is the hardest failure mode to detect in an interview — and the most corrosive once a programme is 

underway. 

 

The Fix Is Not Complicated — It's Just Skipped 

None of what follows requires new methodology. It requires treating this hiring decision with the same rigour 

applied to the transformation's strategy itself. 

 

— Define the role before you fill it. Write down, explicitly, what the job demands — not just the domain 

expertise, but the influence-without-authority skills that determine whether the role succeeds. 

— Select for fit, not availability. A mid-programme swap is far costlier than a few extra weeks spent finding 

the right person at the outset. 

— Mentor deliberately. Even strong candidates benefit from active sponsorship through the first few 

difficult stakeholder conversations — this is where the role is won or lost. 



 

A wrong selection here doesn't just slow a transformation down. It can produce 

delays, credibility loss, and damage that the programme never fully recovers 

from. A careful one is one of the highest-leverage decisions a transformation 

sponsor will make all year. 

 

Before approving the next transformation budget, ask one question: Who is the Transformation Manager, 

and how much time have we spent assessing them relative to everyone else involved? 

 


