
EN
D

LESS
C

H
AN

G
E

M
ISALIG

N
ED

SKILLS

LO
SIN

G
 

C
RED

IBILITY

EMPTY 
BUZZWORDS

ERO
D

IN
G

TRU
ST TEAM
BU

RN
O

U
T

BREAKING
THE CYCLE

How product-led organizations make change stick

Breaking the failure cycle



Picture this: another Monday morning meeting, another ambitious announcement – 
“We’re embarking on a groundbreaking transformation!” You hear the collective 
sighs from cubicles to corner offices.

Really? Again? Didn’t we just survive one of those?

Across industries, from startups to global giants, the sentiment is the same: 
employees, managers, and even executives are buckling under the relentless churn 
of change initiatives. This isn’t mere weariness – it’s transformation fatigue. It’s the 
weight of change efforts that overpromise and underdeliver, leaving teams burned 
out and disengaged. Worse, it’s the creeping disillusionment that accompanies 
each failed attempt, eroding trust and making future change feel impossible.

Why endless change 
wears us down, and how 
we can rise above it 

58%
OF EMPLOYEES REPORT FEELING BURNOUT  
FROM THE ADDITIONAL WORK CREATED BY 
CHANGE PROGRAMS.*

* Emergn Transformation Fatigue Survey
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From banks modernizing legacy systems to retailers 
shifting to e-commerce, and manufacturers 
adopting digital supply chains, transformation takes 
many forms. But too often, the cycle remains the 
same – big, top-down initiatives that struggle to take 
root, draining energy and enthusiasm before fizzling 
out. It’s not just tiring; it’s demoralizing. Employees 
aren’t just fatigued. They’re skeptical, caught in a 
loop where every new initiative feels like a ghost of 
past failures. And beneath it all lurks an unspoken 
truth: it’s not transformation that’s wearing people 
down, it’s the way organizations go about it.

Harvard Business School professor Amy Edmondson’s 
research on the “science of failing well” and 
Emergn’s approach to overcoming transformation 
fatigue tackle different sides of the same 
challenge. Edmondson highlights the critical role 
of psychological safety in helping organizations 
embrace the intelligent failures that experimentation 
necessarily brings, while ensuring rapid speaking 
up about issues to avoid preventable failures. And 
Emergn focuses on rethinking how businesses 
approach change to make it impactful, continuous, 
and stick.

Together, these perspectives reveal a deeper truth: 
it’s not just failure or fatigue holding organizations 
back – it’s the way change itself is managed. This 
paper explores these perspectives and includes the 
transformation journey of the Retail Banking Group 
at Raiffeisen Bank International AG (RBI), a global 
financial institution that faced – and ultimately 
overcame – these challenges.

50%
OF EMPLOYEES SAY THAT LEADERSHIP FAILURES, 
PARTICULARLY BOSSES WHO ARE OUT OF TOUCH 
WITH THE CONCERNS OF THE RANK-AND-FILE, 
CONTRIBUTE TO TRANSFORMATION FAILURES.*

49%
OF EMPLOYEES HAVE CONSIDERED LEAVING 
THEIR JOBS DUE TO THE FREQUENCY OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE.*

“�Change fatigue isn’t exhaustion from too 
much change; it’s frustration from too little 
meaningful progress. A product-led mindset 
reframes how companies manage change, 
embedding continuous adaptation and 
making customer value the north star.”
Alex Adamopoulos  
CEO and Chairman, Emergn
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Relentless reinvention  
vs. product-led 
transformation
Let’s face it: change programs (transformations) 
usually fail. Studies peg the failure rate of major 
change initiatives at a staggering 70%. That’s not 
just a statistic – it’s a warning. And worse, when 
change efforts falter repeatedly, something breaks. 
Employees stop buying in. Leaders lose credibility. 
And the organization starts to feel like a ship taking 
on water – everyone’s rowing, but no one’s sure  
where they’re headed.

70%
OF CHANGE PROGRAMS DON’T  
ACHIEVE THEIR AIMS

The culprits are painfully familiar: 

•	 �Big programs with little value – When change 
drags on without delivering tangible value, 
enthusiasm wanes fast.  

•	 �Recycled strategies – When today’s initiative feels 
like yesterday’s flop, cynicism creeps in. 

•	 �Empty buzzwords – When jargon like “disruptive 
innovation” or “digital transformation” gets slung 
around without substance, it’s just noise – empty 
echoes that grate on frayed nerves. 

•	 �Lack of capability building – When employees 
lack the skills, tools, or freedom to make change 
stick, they’re set up to fail – left to wrestle with 
clunky systems or vague mandates while the clock 
ticks and morale tanks.

But these are merely symptoms. The real problem? 
Most organizations still approach transformation 
with a project-based mindset initiating large, top-
down change programs that operate in cycles, with  
a clear beginning and end. 

And therein lies the rub: change isn’t an event; 
it’s a continuous process. And trying to force 
transformation into a fixed timeline inevitably leads 
to burnout and failure.

Instead, organizations that thrive have adopted a 
product-led operating model, where change isn’t 
an isolated initiative but an inherent part of how the 
business operates. In a product-centric organization, 
change is embedded in how teams work every day 
– iterating, improving, and responding to real needs 
instead of adhering to arbitrary project deadlines. 

Project-driven approach Product-led approach

Empowered teams with autonomy

Time-bound initiatives that start and stop Continuous value delivery and iteration

Success measured by customer 
impact and adaptabilitySuccess measured by project completion

Change dictated top-down
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Fear is the villain, 
not failure
So why do we keep stumbling into this trap? Why do so many organizations launch 
transformations that exhaust rather than inspire?

Edmondson’s research highlights that failure isn’t a 
singular event. It comes in different forms, each with 
distinct causes and consequences. Understanding 
these distinctions is key to learning from failure rather 
than fearing it:

•	 �Basic failures – Sloppy oversight and rookie errors 
in known territory. These are the ones we can and 
should prevent with better preparation.

•	 �Complex failures – Messy, multi-layered 
breakdowns where systems collide. Tougher to 
dodge but manageable with foresight.

•	 �Intelligent failures – The gold nugget of flops:  
bold experiments in new territory that don’t pan 
out but leave us smarter, sharper, and ready for  
the next leap.

Yet most organizations fail to make these 
distinctions. Instead, they fall into what Edmondson 
calls an ‘aversion to failure’ itself – seeing it as source 
of reputational risk rather than an opportunity to 
learn. Coming up short gets you a reprimand, a 
disappointing pilot of a product or service derails 
the team, and suddenly, everyone’s playing it safe – 
heads down, risks off.

This is where failure and fatigue fuse together. 
Employees stop suggesting ideas. Teams stall, 
waiting for someone else to take the first step. 
Transformation grinds to a halt – not because people 
can’t keep up, but because they’re afraid to try.

“�We’ve got failure all wrong. We dread it, dodge it, 
demonize it – when we should be dissecting it.”
Amy Edmondson  
Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management at the Harvard Business School and Ranked #1 
on the latest Thinkers50 ranking of the world’s most influential management thinkers

30%
OF EMPLOYEES HAVE EXPERIENCED FIVE OR MORE 
TRANSFORMATIONS IN THE LAST FIVE YEARS.*
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Edmondson’s research on psychological safety 
emphasizes that failure, although naturally 
unwelcome, isn’t the problem – it’s how organizations 
manage it. In a project-driven model, failure is seen 
as something to avoid, based on an erroneous belief 
that everything will proceed as planned, leading to 
risk aversion and transformation fatigue.

But failure can be a powerful driver of progress when 
it happens as the result of smart experiments within 
a system designed to adapt and learn.

At Emergn, we’ve seen that organizations operating 
with a product-led mindset don’t experience failure in 
the same way. Instead of treating failure as a high-
stakes event, they see it as part of change, and they 
de-risk change by embedding continuous learning 
and iteration into their ways of working.

Edmondson’s concept of intelligent failure – where 
teams take thoughtful risks, experiment in controlled 
environments, and learn from setbacks – closely 
aligns with Emergn’s “fail small, learn fast” approach. 
Rather than launching large, rigid initiatives, product-
led organizations adhere to the principles of “failing 
well” and:

•	 Test ideas in smaller, controlled ways

•	 Learn from what works and what doesn’t

•	 Refine and adapt continuously

This shift makes failure part of an ongoing process  
of discovery, not a single point of success or  
collapse. The result? Less fear, less fatigue, and  
more momentum.

Psychological safety is the shared 
belief that individuals can share 
mistakes, admit knowledge gaps, 
and collaborate openly without  
fear of retribution.
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CASE STUDY

A transformation tale: 
RBI’s hard-won 
redemption 

For years, they operated in a stable, profitable 
environment. Digital transformation felt like a  
future concern, not an urgent priority. But beneath 
the surface, warning signs were emerging. Customers 
increasingly expected seamless, intuitive online 
experiences, and neobanks – innovative digital-only 
competitors – were quickly gaining traction. The 
Group’s need to modernize its business operations 
became undeniable.

When RBI decided to act, it faced a familiar dilemma: 
how to modernize without disrupting core operations. 
The Group initiated a structured, multi-market Retail 
Banking transformation, which included shifting 
from a traditional project-led approach to an 
adaptive, product-centric operating model. This new 
model would improve alignment across markets and 
boost their capability to deliver even greater results.

But transformation is never as simple as setting a 
bold vision. What looked like a clear path forward 
quickly became an uphill battle. Shifting core 

operations toward becoming digital-first and 
adopting a collaborative, cross-market, product-led 
model proved more disruptive than anticipated.  
RBI experienced internal resistance, misalignments, 
and execution hurdles, each posing risks to customer 
experience and business performance.

Rather than retreating, RBI embraced these 
challenges as critical learning opportunities.  
The transformation evolved into a continuous 
journey marked by iterative checkpoints – validating 
hypotheses, openly addressing failures, learning,  
and adapting strategically.

This is the story of how RBI Retail Banking 
transformed checkpoint by checkpoint, through 
persistent adaptation and continuous learning.

The Retail Banking Group of Raiffeisen Bank International AG (RBI), a financial 
powerhouse in Austria and across Central and Eastern Europe, embarked on a 
digital transformation in 2019 that highlights the realities of large-scale change.
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RBI Retail Banking set out a strong mission 
statement: “A digital bank with a human touch.”  
The mission resonated. Teams were excited. 
The plan was in place.

But almost immediately, the challenges began 
stacking up.

•	 �Alignment issues – Without a unified vision, 
teams acted independently, diluting urgency and 
coherence.

•	 �Resistance to change – Teams held on to their old 
ways, wary of trading familiarity for a gamble that 
might not pay off. 

•	 �Tech trouble – Legacy systems struggled to 
support agile product development.

•	 �Organizational friction – Confusion emerged as 
agile-focused central teams and traditional local 
branches adjusted to new ways of working.

•	 �Hype vs. reality – Promises of quick wins didn’t 
materialize fast enough, causing early signs of 
doubt and fatigue.

The impact was real. Without clear alignment, people 
didn’t buy-in. Without full buy-in, teams weren’t fully 
engaged. Without engagement, execution suffered. 
And when execution suffered, the transformation 
stalled.

A promising start, 
and a harsh reality 
check

Rather than pressing ahead blindly, the Group 
embraced a critical approach: openly acknowledging 
and owning failures. They embedded continuous 
improvement and regular course correction into their 
strategic processes. At pivotal checkpoints, they 
deliberately paused to ask tough questions: What 
could we do better? How do we elevate our approach? 
The answer became clear: successful transformation 
required alignment and active engagement across 
the entire organization. 

First, they clarified the narrative, ensuring that every 
team, from leadership to frontline staff, understood 
not just what was changing, but why. They 
emphasized that product-centricity wasn’t just an 
operational shift; it was the path to achieving better 
business outcomes.

Next, RBI Retail Banking reset expectations. Rather 
than promising sweeping overnight changes, they 
prioritized incremental wins. Demonstrating tangible, 
incremental progress built confidence among teams 
and helped reduce resistance. 

Finally, RBI doubled down on communication and 
leadership engagement. Leaders at both Group 
headquarters and local markets became active 
advocates for change, unified in their messaging and 
consistently reinforcing how new working practices 
would directly benefit their teams.

Lessons for building 
product-centric 
companies
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RBI Retail Banking’s ability to adapt and course-correct ultimately led to real, 
measurable impact. By establishing a robust framework of people, systems, and 
processes to continuously align and drive change, the Group unlocked meaningful 
business results:

The payoff:  
Business impact through persistence

Record-high employee engagement 
rates among RBI’s Retail team in Vienna, 
reflecting alignment with the bank’s vision 
and appreciation for a growth-focused 
environment.

�Significant growth in digital sales, driven 
by transforming mobile banking apps into 
sales platforms with strong personalized 
CRM communication, complemented by 
increased digital usage within branches.

More than 50% year-over-year increase 
in new customer acquisition via digital 
channels across Central and Eastern  
Europe markets.

More than 50% acceleration in customer 
adoption speed due to significantly 
enhanced mobile banking capabilities.
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Learning from transformation failure

RBI’s journey proves that failures don’t define transformation. How an organization 
responds to them does. Failure is an inevitable part of any significant change 
initiative, but RBI demonstrated that addressing setbacks openly, validating 
hypotheses, acknowledging missteps, and adapting strategically determines 
ultimate success.

For any organization embarking on a transformation journey, the message is clear: 
expect challenges, embrace learning, and never lose sight of the ultimate goal – 
delivering better outcomes for your customers.

“�Every transformation is a journey – a path 
where we uncover our core strengths and 
confront our challenges. We in RBI Retail 
Banking are drawing strength from a shared 
mission, which has aligned a complex 
multimarket organization with its beauty 
and in its simplicity.”
Andrii Stepanenko  
Board Member, Retail Banking, Raiffeisen Bank International AG
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The failure The experience How they addressed it

Overpromising and under-
delivering on early wins

Expectations of rapid, dramatic 
improvements didn’t match the 
complex realities of organizational 
change, leading to skepticism and 
weakened trust.

RBI pivoted toward incremental 
value delivery, consistently 
highlighting smaller, tangible wins 
along the transformation journey.

Underestimating the complexity 
of a large multinational 
organization

Uniform implementation proved 
difficult across diverse markets, 
each with unique regulations and 
positions. Local markets struggled 
with centrally-defined change 
initiatives.

RBI balanced global strategic 
alignment with local execution 
flexibility, introducing regional 
ambassadors to connect 
centralized strategies to market-
specific realities.

Insufficient stakeholder 
engagement

Initially limited to product and 
transformation teams, other vital 
functions such as marketing, 
operations, compliance, 
and customer service felt 
disconnected, causing hesitation 
and slowing adoption.

RBI expanded its engagement 
strategy, fostering broad 
internal buy-in through clear 
communication, advocacy, and 
inclusive storytelling.

Lack of alignment during 
execution

Ambitious transformation goals 
created large gaps between 
current and desired states. 
Group-wide capabilities were not 
immediately adopted, causing 
delays and frustration.

RBI shifted to prioritize strategic, 
targeted initiatives by piloting 
changes, validating impact, 
and optimizing deployments 
collaboratively. Successes were 
scaled after clear evidence of 
value emerged.

Balancing stakeholder and 
shareholder expectations

Early pressures to show rapid 
ROI clashed with the reality 
of organizational adaptation, 
leading to rushed decisions and 
internal resistance.

RBI recalibrated stakeholder 
and shareholder expectations 
by demonstrating steady 
incremental progress and clearly 
linking changes to measurable 
business outcomes.

Five failures RBI faced in its journey

1
2
3
4
5
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�Start with the “why”: 
Before executing, ensure alignment. 
Transformation works when leaders and 
teams believe in the purpose behind the 
change.

�Failure as fuel: 
Missteps in new territory aren’t roadblocks –  
they’re learning opportunities. RBI moved 
from blame to problem solving, turning 
failures into fuel for improvement.

Bite-sized breakthroughs: 
Forget the grand overhaul; they chased quick, 
visible wins – proof points that kept spirits 
high and doubters quiet.

Safe space to experiment: 
Psychological safety became the backbone. 
Employees could pitch wild ideas or flag flops 
without sweating the fallout.

�People first, processes second:  
Command-driven orders transitioned to 
employee empowerment. RBI invested 
heavily in training, transforming staff into 
proactive change agents rather than mere 
components.

Top tips  
to avoid  
common 
pitfalls
Every transformation effort – no matter the 
industry or company size – comes with 
challenges. Whether you’re launching 
a digital overhaul, restructuring your 
operations, or adopting a product-led model, 
these lessons from transformation leaders 
like RBI can help you avoid common pitfalls 
and build momentum for lasting success:
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The heart of it:  
putting humanity back  
in transformation

But psychological safety alone isn’t enough. 
Organizations also need to invest in their people, 
ensuring they have the skills, tools, and autonomy 
to drive meaningful change. Edmondson’s research 
highlights that teams who feel safe to take risks 
perform better, innovate faster, and stay more 
engaged. Emergn builds on this by emphasizing that 
upskilling employees is a critical defense against 
transformation fatigue and disengagement. 

For transformation to succeed, companies need to 
create an environment where learning from failure 
is not just accepted, but expected. That means 
shifting from rigid, top-down change management 
to an approach that empowers teams to experiment, 
iterate, and improve continuously.

At its core, transformation isn’t only about processes and strategies. It’s about 
people. It doesn’t have to leave us hollow. It can be a spark – a chance to reconnect, 
to dream loud, to build something that matters. As Edmondson has shown, failure 
isn’t something to be feared; it’s a learning tool that, when used well, builds 
stronger, more adaptable teams.

•	 �Failures shouldn’t be a career risk – Intelligent 
failure is a necessary steppingstone to developing 
better solutions. Product-centric companies test, 
learn, and refine rather than treat failure as a 
breaking point.

•	 �Resistance isn’t always opposition – Often, it’s 
uncertainty. When employees lack clear direction, 
they hesitate. Organizations that prioritize 
transparency and autonomy help teams navigate 
change with confidence.

•	 �People aren’t machines – Pushing relentless 
change without purpose leads to burnout. Giving 
teams ownership and clarity turns resistance into 
engagement and fatigue into momentum.

•	 �Capability-building sustains transformation – 
Investing in people through upskilling, coaching, 
and hands-on learning ensures they have the 
expertise and confidence to adapt and thrive.

Companies that get this right don’t just push through 
transformation; they evolve continuously and thrive 
in the long run.

Experiment, iterate, and improve 
continuously to empower teams
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Emergn has seen that the most effective product-
led organizations don’t treat failure as something 
to avoid – they recognize it as an essential part of 
innovation and growth. A product-led operating 
model removes barriers to adaptability by embedding 
learning, iteration, and continuous improvement into 
the way organizations work.

But structure alone isn’t enough. Transformation 
that sticks depends on long-term capability building. 
Organizations that succeed don’t just shift their 
operating models. They invest in their people, equip 
teams with modern skills, and create environments 
where learning is continuous.

A product-led model makes transformation feel less 
like an exhausting initiative and more like an inherent, 
sustainable way of operating – where change is fluid, 
value-driven, and built to last.

It’s time to break the cycle – not by pushing harder, 
but by working smarter.

Breaking the failure-
fatigue cycle: shifting to 
a product-led approach
If transformation fatigue is a symptom of forcing change into a broken system, 
then the solution isn’t to work harder at transformation, it’s to rethink how we work 
all together. The real challenge isn’t transformation fatigue or failure – it’s the 
outdated structures that make change exhausting. 

Emergn helps organizations move beyond project-based transformation to 
sustainable, product-centric ways of working that drive measurable impact.  
Let’s talk about how your organization can build a more adaptive, value-driven  
way of working. Get in touch at thrive@emergn.com to speak to our team.

�Shift from episodic change to 
continuous evolution – A product-led 
approach ensures that learning and 
adaptation happen as part of daily 
work, not as a reaction to disruption.

�Develop the capabilities that 
drive resilience – Investing in skills, 
autonomy, and psychological safety 
equips teams to navigate uncertainty 
and respond to change with 
confidence.

�Empower teams to own outcomes – 
When people have the clarity, 
authority, and expertise to make better 
decisions, organizations can move 
faster and create greater value.

mailto:thrive%40emergn.com?subject=Breaking%20the%20failure%20cycle%20-%20Contact%20request
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Emergn is a global digital business services firm on a 
mission to improve the way people and companies 
work. Forever. Emergn works with the world’s most 
respected businesses – including Fortune 500, FTSE 
100, and Global 2000 companies – to help them 
make the shift from project to product-centered 
organizations in how they shape, build, and deliver 
their products and services, including capability 
development of their teams using a proven 
philosophy called Value, Flow, Quality (VFQ).

VFQ is the lens through which Emergn has provided 
in-depth consulting, technology, and capability 
development to hundreds of global companies for 
nearly two decades.

Emergn has its US headquarters in Boston, and 
its EMEA headquarters is in London. For more 
information, visit Emergn’s website and follow 
Emergn on LinkedIn.

About Emergn
Amy C. Edmondson is the Novartis Professor of 
Leadership and Management at the Harvard 
Business School, a chair established to support 
the study of human interactions that lead to the 
creation of successful enterprises that contribute to 
the betterment of society. She is the author of seven 
books and more than 60 peer-reviewed scholarly 
articles. She has also published in management 
outlets such as Harvard Business Review.

Amy is a sought-after keynote speaker with a 
worldwide following and is ranked #1 on the latest 
Thinkers50 ranking of the world’s most influential 
management thinkers.

Visit amycedmondson.com to learn more.

About Amy Edmondson 

https://www.emergn.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/emergn/
https://amycedmondson.com
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