
Exploring the five types of transformation fatigue  
and actionable strategies to overcome them

Make overcoming 
transformation fatigue 
your unfair competitive 
advantage



Transformation fatigue: you know exactly what it is because you’re experiencing 
it now (and it’s probably not the first time). But even the word ‘transformation’ 
feels tired. It’s used so much, yet conjures memories of long, drawn-out meetings, 
planning, spending, and uncertainty. We try calling it other things like ‘change 
programs’, ‘evolution’, and ‘strategy,’ but in the end, the word is still used because 
it explains what we’re all trying to do: transform the way we work and how our 
organizations and people perform.

Transformation is an existential necessity for most organizations. Whether it’s  
new customer demand, challengers to the market, the evolution of technology,  
or previous ways of working becoming obsolete, there are always drivers for 
change. Whatever the drivers are, fatigue in the process is common because  
there’s lots to do at once and lots to get right – all while you’re trying to bring 
people with you on the journey.

There’s an oft-quoted stat that 70% of change programs don’t achieve their  
aims. The truth is probably slightly worse, and a simple internet search will find 
myriad studies quoting even higher figures for various types of organizational 
change failure.

transform

Foreword
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Why your organization  
is fatigued
There’s no single reason, and the truth will vary 
greatly by organization. What is clear is that in 
the traditional pyramid of people, process, and 
technology, most transformations focus heavily 
on process and technology while the people part 
gets a much smaller percentage of the budget. 
Training happens in the traditional sense – one or 
two-day courses (some claiming certification) and 
methodology training – and then fails at being 
applied in real-world scenarios.

There is a golden key to unlocking transformation 
fatigue. This key might be obvious but is often 
difficult to grasp because it involves a mindset shift 
that requires leaders to think about transformation 
differently. The key is to own your transformation. 
You might think you do own it. And, yes, you own 
the budget, the process, and many of the decisions 
involved, but owning your transformation is about 
developing your people to run with it and to keep 
running with it. Long-term dependency on external 
help does not help you own your transformation.

With waves of new technology washing up on the 
beach ever more frequently, and know-how and 
skills in modern ways of working needed more than 
ever, transformation journeys are increasingly and 
alarmingly large, and the need for organizations  
to own their transformation is only going to  
become greater.
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It can all feel very intimidating, and not a 
little fatiguing, which brings us neatly back 
to the subject at hand: the specific nature of 
transformation fatigue. To avoid or correct 
transformation fatigue, several questions 
need to be considered:

drive transformational change without the  
wheels falling off the existing operating model?

transition the existing operating model to a  
desired future state operating model without  
slowing progress?

minimize disruption while at the same time  
doing something (positively) disruptive?

keep colleagues aligned and informed  
during the change?

maintain value, get the flow of work right,  
and discover quality quickly enough?

do all these things in a world where transformation 
fatigue is constantly getting in the way?

How do you …
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The five types of 
transformation fatigue

�The long wait for value: 
•	 Organizations want to get to something 

they define as ‘valuable’ as quickly as 
possible. But transformations have long 
timeframes, so interest and buy-in for the 
change wanes long before value is realized.

New change, same as the old change:
•	 Colleagues have been through numerous 

failed attempts at transformation, so they 
struggle to be invested. 

•	 Experience tells colleagues that if they 
continue working as they always have, it  
will all go away. 

•	 If previous change initiatives failed to deliver 
the expected value, organizations become 
wary of trying again. This is often a result of 
reorganizations leading to a different (or not 
so different when you peek under the hood) 
approach.

Methodology dependency:
•	 Organizations invest in adopting specific 

methodologies, only to discover that 
methodology doesn’t necessarily produce 
the right mindset that the organization 
needs for success. 

•	 This manifests as a heavy, process-driven 
set of steps.

Buzzwords losing their impact:
•	 The lexicon of transformation has become 

cliched and lost some of its luster, creating 
fatigue around the very description of 
transformation programs. 

•	 Words like ‘agile’ and ‘transformation’ no 
longer generate excitement.

•	 Phrases are used to declare success when 
very little has changed: “We’ve successfully 
transformed.” But have you really?

Skills, talent, and retention: 
•	 Too often, basic training isn’t enough to 

provide people with the capabilities they 
need to make an immediate difference in 
the work that’s part of the transformation 
journey.

•	 Usually, the investment in upskilling 
employees is far less than what 
organizations invest in process and 
technology. This usually results in losing 
good people and tripling the spend hiring 
replacements.

•	 Those inside an organization feel 
replaceable, confused, and tired of change.

We’ve discussed how the language of transformation 
has become tired and cliched, especially in a world 
where every small change seems to be packaged  
as world-altering transformation. So perhaps  
the problem is the word ‘transformation’ itself? 
Consider changing the lexicon. Use the word 
‘evolution’ or, if relevant, ‘advancement’ over 
‘transformation’. It may not sound as appealing,  
but it carries less historical fatigue.

Whatever words you use, be aware that how they 
are applied is what really matters. If we present 
‘transformation’ as the goal, then we focus on the 
wrong thing. The goal is never transformation for 
transformation’s sake; the goal is to succeed.  
The key is learning what is or might be preventing 
success. Then these things need to be tackled, in a 
priority order, one by one, little by little. If you do this, 
you’ll transform in the way that is necessary.

Should we stop talking about ‘transformation’?

SOMETHING ELSE TO CONSIDER
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From fatigued  
to fit

It’s not unlikely, then, that myriad effects of a culture 
of perpetual change and a history of failure have 
put you squarely (or, rather, roundly) ‘behind the 
8-ball’.  But there are ways out. By taking ownership 
of a transformation process, even the most complex 
and change-resistant organization can avoid 
transformation fatigue in all its forms.

The first thing to do is recognize the distinct nature 
of the problem in the context of your organization. 
You could be navigating all five types of fatigue (very 
likely in most cases) or just one. But understanding 
the ‘what’ is crucial. Importantly, owning your 
transformation means committing to an action-
oriented approach and driving change from within. 

Looking at our variations of transformation fatigue it becomes clear that they 
are dominated by people problems. It is people that become mentally and even 
physically fatigued by change, and it is they who must be addressed to solve it.
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Let’s get solving:

Handovers, queues, and delays breed fatigue. 
Organizing by value streams keeps the work in 
one place and minimizes the need to hand it to 
other areas of expertise. This is achieved by a clear 
understanding of the needs of the team (and 
therefore its composition), with a view to making  
it cross-functional, versatile and autonomous. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
The long wait for value

Organizing by products 
and value streams

Keeping teams together and funding their 
continuous development creates a self-sufficient, 
more fatigue-proof environment. It requires 
budgets that can be dynamically prioritized and 
executed. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
New change, same as the old change;  
Skills, talent and retention

Funding capability  
for the long-term

Again, this is an approach that not only creates 
better outcomes but also generates constant 
momentum for the people at the center of 
delivering those outcomes. It’s about moving from 
funding projects to discovering the value of a piece 
of work (through bringing together the need or 
problem, potential solutions, and business benefit) 
and focusing on products. Doing this well requires 
learning and skill, and the colleague with both will 
be more fatigue-resistant. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
The long wait for value

Competing for value  
propositions

Nothing is certain in transformation, and 
yet so often, that is exactly the way in which 
transformations are presented and delivered.  
And fail. By switching your mindset to 
experimentation, using feedback frequently,  
and by assigning funding dynamically, you 
create an anti-fatigue environment. And, more 
importantly, an environment more likely to 
generate success. Dynamism is the key. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
Methodology dependency

Governing for  
experimentation

Empowered people who understand the nature 
of the work they are doing remain motivated and 
deliver better results. In most organizations, true 
empowerment is stymied by a culture that doesn’t 
allow experimentation and failure and doesn’t 
provide room for people to learn. One of the best 
improvements companies can make as they shift 
from control to empowerment is making resources 
and capacity more focused on value delivery rather 
than on coordination, reporting, and bureaucracy. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
New change; same as the old change;  
Skills, talent and retention

A culture of  
empowerment
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Owning your transformation means setting 
a vision that’s not only aligned with your 
organizational goals, but also resonates with  
your people. To be truly bought-in, colleagues  
must understand the benefits to them and why 
they should invest in what you’re doing:

•	 �Define the scope, the goals, and the benefits in 
a simple manner, using human language and 
avoiding jargon where possible.

•	 �Make it clear that you will repeat information 
throughout the process and revisit the vision and 
the commitments made frequently.

•	 �Work with colleagues to create their own vision 
of what they want from the transformation to 
create greater buy-in.

�Leave them in no doubt why the change is needed. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
Buzzwords losing their impact

Clarity of message  
and vision

It’s better to err on the side of over-repetition 
of simple messages rather than leave anyone 
in any doubt about the goals and their roles. 
Transformations are not a natural process – to use 
a cliché ‘there is no polish without friction’ – so we 
must provide colleagues with the knowledge and 
the resilience to deal with setbacks and alterations 
along the way. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
Buzzwords losing their impact

Overcommunicate

All transformations can be broken down into 
smaller pieces of work, which can be checked 
off as they are completed. Recognizing these 
successes and sharing them more widely will keep 
colleagues focused on the transformation and 
maintain positivity. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
New change, same as the old change

Celebrate success

A goal doesn’t have to change the world, but it 
should feel meaningful and like it will improve 
a situation. Ensure your team knows why their 
efforts matter. There will be surprises during any 
transformation, but you can reduce them (and 
fatigue) by defining what success looks like early 
on and, importantly, what needs to happen for  
you to get there. 
 
THIS WILL HELP FIX: 
 
Buzzwords losing their impact

The end goal must  
be valuable
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SOMETHING ELSE TO CONSIDER

A communication 
metamorphosis
This is an analogy about communication, and 
it concerns one of nature’s many wonders: the 
butterfly. 

As every schoolchild knows, once a very hungry 
caterpillar is done eating and growing, it goes 
through a radical transformation beginning with 
the building of a cocoon or chrysalis. There’s an 
assumption that the caterpillar simply grows some 
wings, shrinks and adjusts a bit in some other ways, 
and emerges as a beautiful butterfly. The truth is 
rather more brutal. Once the caterpillar has built 
its little home, hormones are activated that trigger 
the release of enzymes. These enzymes turn the 
caterpillar into a kind of butterfly ‘soup’, with the only 
continuous part being sets of cells called imaginal 
discs that contain all the information needed to 
transform and eventually turn into the external 
structures of the head, limbs, etc. Over the next few 
weeks, the ‘soup’ turns into colored wings, new eyes, 
antennae and all the various parts of a butterfly.  
Only then does the butterfly emerge.

What does this have to do with transformation 
fatigue? Well, when you have a goal, it sometimes 
takes more radical change to reach it than  
those on the outside might expect. They only see  
the caterpillar and the butterfly. When we 
communicate transformation, we must prepare 
colleagues to expect the caterpillar ‘soup’ phase,  
the uncomfortable bit. 

This analogy can be stretched further – organizations 
should try and embed their own imaginal discs that 
enable transformation to happen even through the 
difficult parts. And in many ways that’s the real  
goal: to equip the entire operation with the ability  
to change.
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By moving from a projects to a products focus, organizations will release 
more frequently, avoid issues with fluctuating capacity, and enjoy a 
more dynamic adaptable system.

More importantly, it makes it more likely that the organization’s goals 
– broadly, to be successful – are met. It means the transformation has 
occurred, and far from being fatigued by it, people work in a way that 
embraces change every day.

Projects to products

TARGET STATE – A SYSTEM OF WORK WHERE PROJECTS ARE ALIGNED WITH PRODUCTS ACROSS THE PORTFOLIO

DYNAMIC DEMAND STABLE CAPACITY FREQUENT RELEASESADAPTIVE PLANNING 
(QUARTERLY)

ALPHA BETA LIVE

EXPERIMENTATION

TEAMS

PRIORITIZED PORTFOLIO

How you organize work affects your resistance to fatigue

Take a deeper dive  
and learn more in  
our Moving from 
Projects to Products 
thought paper.

TYPICAL STARTING STATE – PROJECTS AND PRODUCTS ARE PRIORITIZED AND FUNDED IN SILOS

STATIC DEMAND FLUCTUATING CAPACITYFIXED PLANNING 
(ANNUAL)

PROJECT MANAGERS

PROJECT 
LISTS

PRODUCT 
ROADMAP

TESTERSDEVELOPERSBAs

COST

TIME SCOPE

INFREQUENT  
RELEASESBIG BANG

https://www.emergn.com/insights/moving-from-projects-to-products/
https://www.emergn.com/insights/moving-from-projects-to-products/


MAKE OVERCOMING TRANSFORMATION FATIGUE YOUR UNFAIR COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE  © EMERGN 2024 11

As we have shown, despite its difficulties, the good news is that transformation 
fatigue can be overcome.

It’s important to think differently about change by 
adopting an adaptive mindset. This is the difference 
between a certainty mindset and one that enables 
you to grow.

•	 �People and organizations with a certainty mindset 
are more likely to adopt standardized process and 
practices, believing they are the only method for 
scaling greater performance. A certainty mindset 
is one that doesn’t embrace change and is far 
more likely to allow transformation fatigue to 
set in.

•	 �An adaptive mindset creates organizations that 
embrace change, adopt new ways of working, and 
focus on value, flow, and quality. The language 
and behavior of an adaptive mindset – usually 
driven by effective leadership – creates a culture 
of improvement, and ultimately success. It’s about 
being able to handle uncertainty. It’s harder to get 
fatigued in that environment!

The anti-fatigue strategy

It’s a known that a high-functioning department 
focused on learning and development is core to 
retaining talented people. Part of the reason is that 
without helping colleagues grow in their roles fatigue 
sets-in more quickly. As such, upskilling people 
should be considered a primary defense against 
transformation fatigue.

•	 �Instill a culture of continuous learning. There 
shouldn’t be an endpoint, but instead a journey 
of constant learning, and therefore continuous 
improvement.

•	 �Use a common language and approach. Disparate 
learning pathways are fine for widening knowledge 
and T-shaped career growth, but without a 
common lexicon and approach, you face groups 
of people having to re-learn what they already 
know in a different way to work compatibly with 
colleagues.

•	 �Use work-based learning that focuses on strategic 
outcomes. Learning tied to existing work brings 
teams closer together and improves employee 
retention. An engaged, happy workforce is 
more productive than one that feels disposable, 
particularly when working towards a shared goal. 

Ultimately, success is defined by outcomes, and the 
right outcomes are only delivered by setting out on 
a path that has the potential to lead to success. All 
too often, organizations walk into transformational 
fatigue by getting things wrong from the outset.

•	 �Once you’ve defined your goals, create clarity on 
what success looks like by creating meaningful 
metrics to measure against.

•	 �Make decisions early that are urgent and 
deliberate. Decide, for example, whether you 
should build skills internally, kickstart learning with 
external coaches, or outsource. These decisions 
build momentum, and momentum is a stronger 
force than fatigue.
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SOMETHING ELSE TO CONSIDER

Fatigue isn’t  
the only problem
Even though it may feel like a straightforward 
diagnosis, it’s rare that fatigue is the only cause of  
an organization’s inability to change. And all causes 
are interrelated. 

In this paper, we look at transformation fatigue 
specifically, but the root causes of an organization’s 
problems are always more complex than fatigue 
itself. At Emergn, we talk about ‘owning your 
transformation’. But the only way an organization 
can own its transformation is if it delegates change 
to its people, instead of taking a ‘father-knows 
best’ approach. Transformations are not things 
of certainty, no matter how well-planned they 
are perceived to be. The only way of successfully 
navigating the change is giving people the tools 
and skills to manage when the planning inevitably 
goes awry.

Part of the answer is education. But in what? 
Education must be provided on how to pursue 
change, both for the leaders and the rest of the 
organization. Leaders have a tendency to create 
solutions for everything (in part because that feels 
like what leadership is). Instead, they must focus 
on how to give others the ability to come up with 
solutions. For people on the shop floor, this means 
learning how to work in a continuous improvement 
loop (asking questions like ‘Why change?’, ‘What to 
change?’, ‘What to change to?’, ‘How to cause the 
change?’, and ‘How to sustain the change?’.). For 
leaders, this means going against natural inclinations 
and enabling that freedom. 

Transformation fatigue is only part of the overall 
problem, and both a symptom and a cause.
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Transformation fatigue arrives in many forms, and it sticks around. Changing a 
culture of fatigue can feel like an insurmountable task. But the right approach, 
leadership, and systems – and a change of culture – not only prevents 
transformation fatigue, but also maintains momentum for change initiatives.  
That momentum will drive successful outcomes more quickly, meaning you’ve 
turned from an organization that’s being held back to one that’s delivering  
genuine competitive advantages. And the beauty of success is that it creates 
organizational energy: the most positive of feedback loops.

Take control, shake the 
fatigue, and drive your 
transformation forward
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SOMETHING ELSE TO CONSIDER

Six bonus tips

Don’t make change the goal. Empower your 
team to lead improvements and focus on 
rewarding those efforts. 

Not all improvements are equal in value: learn 
how to find the things that hurt performance 
the most and improve those ahead of others. 

Educate leaders to embed a culture of 
ownership and improvement as part of 
normal operating cycles. This ensures 
transformations are owned by the people 
doing the work, not just management.

View the organization as a system, where 
every improvement is an increment of  
change – the same way that you would  
make incremental changes to your  
products and services. 

Always start by checking if the  
fundamentals are right; fix them first  
if they’re not. 

Structure change using simple models and 
improve against a small, universal set of  
goals using straightforward measures.

… that will help make your transformation successful
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At Emergn, we transform the way organizations achieve success. We believe in 
delivering rapid value and providing bespoke tools tailored to your unique needs – 
because one size never fits all. Our approach keeps your change initiatives energized 
and your teams focused on delivering value. We don’t just guide you through the 
next steps; we show you why they matter. It’s like consulting, only better.

Say goodbye to transformation fatigue and hello to enduring results.

Contact us at info@emergn.com or visit our website to get started.

Want to turn fatigue 
into fantastic?

Emergn is a global digital business services firm with 
a mission to improve the way people and companies 
work. Forever. Emergn empowers the world’s most 
respected businesses – including Fortune 500, FTSE 
100, and Global 2000 companies – to transform 
their promising ideas into valuable digital products 
and customer experiences, faster than anyone else. 
Emergn’s experts work with clients to transform their 
business in three ways: 

1.	� Helping to better define their thinking, including 
shaping their product organization and clarifying 
and communicating their product strategy.

2.	� Developing their people by delivering exemplary 
training in product management, modern ways  
of working, and leadership.

3.	� Delivering their outcomes by building customer-
centric products and customer experiences.

Emergn has invested more than a decade perfecting 
a game-changing philosophy for the world of work 
to transform businesses – Value, Flow, Quality (or 
VFQ for short) – combining the best of Agile, Lean, 
design thinking and systems thinking, economics, 
psychology and sociology. It is not just another 
methodology and instead takes investments clients 
have made in new ways of working and turns them 
into tangible results. This unique approach has been 
built to support enterprise-scale change and consists 
of the latest models, techniques, and tools for 
delivering work in an agile and effective way. Emergn 
has a strong presence in over a dozen countries, 
with its US headquarters in Boston and EMEA 
headquarters in London. Follow Emergn on LinkedIn 
and X. 

About Emergn

mailto:info%40emergn.com?subject=Overcoming%20transformation%20fatigue
https://www.emergn.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/emergn/
https://twitter.com/emergn
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