Digital Transformation - costly
distraction or Holy Grail for OD?
Mark Anfilogoff
In recent times digital transformation has become almost synonymous with
change and agility, being offered up as the route to salvation for many
organisations. But is it? What is ‘digital transformation’? In fact, what is
‘digital’? Given the pace of change over the last twenty years, it is not
surprising that IT and change have become closely linked with many
organisations aligning their digital and corporate strategies (Kane et al.,
2016). Yet there are contradictions: Project success rate is worryingly low;
and the role of IT is seen variously as a major source of change and
disruption, both as a facilitator of response and competitive advantage and
as a possible impediment to agility. (Lu and Ramamurthy, 2011).
Drawing on both theory and practice, I will look at the tensions that exist between management, technology
and IT in modern organisations. I’ll also consider how human interactions are critical success factors in
improving organisational agility and the acceptance of technological change. I’ll conclude by offering some
practical perspectives on how to align people and technology within an organisation. At the end of this article,
I have provided a Glossary of some of the more technical terms relevant to my argument.
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Introduction
When I received the call for papers for this edition of e-O&P, celebrating 20 years of ODiN, I thought: “That’s
great, let’s offer up something on Digital Transformation (DT) and Organisational Agility (OA). It’s current,
relevant to most organisations and, most importantly, it shouldn’t be too hard! ” So I sat down to rough out an
outline. That’s where it started to get interesting - and just a little bit difficult. Where should I start and what
line should I take?
From developing software, to developing people in organisations
As an Enterprise Architect, I am directly involved with technology and systems. This brings with it the
responsibility of making sure that everything works and integrates seamlessly. So I am accustomed to
dealing with complexity. However, while the technology is complicated and can be challenging, what makes it
complex, and more challenging still, is people’s interaction with that technology. What I am observing from a
practical and practice perspective is that there are multiple and multidimensional tensions within
organisations between leadership, operations, technical development and programme delivery.
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As a consequence, I find that much of my time is now spent, not with the technology, but with inviting people
to think and act differently. In other words, my emphasis is changing from developing software to developing
people and organisations.
So why is that? Digital transformation isn’t new – businesses have been using computers since the 1960s
and the principles of process digitisation have been well understood since the 1990s (Auriga.com, 2016).
Similarly, Organisational Agility first appeared as a discrete concept in the late 1990s, as the popularity of
organisational re-engineering waned. It was seen, by both enterprises and consultancies, as a possible way
of maintaining profitability and competitive advantage in the face of uncertainty (Moncrieff and Smallwood,
1996; White, 1996).
Both of these concepts recognise and involve change. And both are well established and linked, with many
companies aligning their digital and corporate strategies (Kane et al., 2016). Given this, why is it that only
around 30% of projects are considered to be fully successful, with as many as 20% failing entirely? These
figures have remained remarkably consistent over the last twenty years (InfoQ, 2016).
To start to understand this, and ultimately to decide how best to approach it, we first need to consider a little
history and a little theory.

Technology and the pace of change
In 1964 we had a first look at the imagined future of communications, when Star Trek introduced the
communicator. By 1969 the real world was starting to catch up, with computers being used to help men land
on the moon; an amazing achievement at the time. Mainframe computers were still the size of a room, but
things were starting to get smaller and faster with the first IBM PC in 1981. Science fiction then took another
leap ahead, showing us tablet devices and touch-screen interfaces on Star Trek: The Next Generation in
1987.
By 1999, when ODiN came into being, the must-have device was the newly launched Blackberry – a pocketsized phone with a full QWERTY keyboard. Four years later, in 2003, LinkedIn was launched. This was
quickly followed by Facebook in 2004 and Twitter in 2006, thus heralding the advent of the social media
revolution. Since then, we have seen rapid and exponential growth in all areas. This includes the introduction
of the iPhone in 2007; the iPad (finally catching up with Star Trek!) in 2010; and a steady progression of
developments in high speed broadband, cloud computing and the start of the ‘Internet of Things’.
The internet itself is now ubiquitous and the smartphone in your pocket is billions – yes, I did say billions – of
times more powerful than the computers used to enable the lunar landing. And alongside the technological
and social developments have come changes in the approach to developing and maintaining software. From
the creation of the Agile Manifesto in 2001 to the current use of Microservices (small, loosely coupled,
reusable components that can be combined to form an application) and DevOps (an approach that combines
development with operational support to provide continuous improvement of services), modern cloud-based
software and applications are inherently supportive of change and modification. All of these developments
provide the capabilities that are the basis of the Digital Transformation agenda.
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Project management – a different speed
Contrast, though, the development of digital technology with the development of project management. Given the
market size and consequent implied importance of project delivery to organisations, it might be expected that the
theory of project management would be well developed. However, this does not appear to be the case. It
remains essentially theory-light and diffuse in its application. Although a relationship can be traced back to the
early theories of production and management characterised by the work of Fayol, Taylor and Gantt, various
authors (e.g. Koskela and Howell, 2002; Söderlund, 2004; Shepherd and Atkinson, 2011) conclude that any
such theory that informs current practice in project management is inadequate, incoherent and obsolete.
It is perhaps no surprise, then, that this flows through into continuing failure ‘on the ground’. For example, in her
role as Chair of the UK Public Accounts Committee from 2010 to 2015, Margaret Hodge reviewed 25 years of
reports on IT projects. In her book, she was moved to say:
“All too often, the same reasons for failure were present, yet all too often, the overall system showed
no means of learning from past mistakes” (Hodge, 2016, p221).
So, on the one hand, digital transformation is being seen as an essential part of corporate strategy and as an
enabler for organisational agility. And yet… the essence of project management practices hasn’t changed in
over 50 years and many organisations remain wedded to mechanistic approaches and process-oriented
thinking, with overbearing, inflexible governance, in the mistaken belief that this equates to more control and
lower risk, thereby creating a strong dissonance between expectations and the reality of (failing) business
change projects (Fig 1 below). This provides a theoretical conundrum that needs to be resolved, if project
management is to play its part in achieving the sought-after “digital transformation”.
The roots of project management
Modern project management traces its roots back to the application of systematic tools and techniques in the
1950s, coupled with the founding of the International Project Management Association (IPMA) and Project
Management Institute (PMI) in the 1960s (Seymour and Hussein, 2014).
Early methodologies such as PERT (Program Evaluation Review Technique), developed by the US Navy,
evolved into the Bodies of Knowledge (BOKs) leading to recognition of the PMI PMBOK as a standard by The
American National Standards Institute (ANSI) and Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) in
1998. Meanwhile in the UK, the CCTA (Central Computer and Telecommunications Agency) adopted a method
called PROMPT in 1979, renaming it PRINCE (Projects IN Controlled Environments) in 1989 and upgrading it to
PRINCE2 in 1996. Now owned by AXELOS, a joint venture between the UK government and Capita plc, it was
further updated in 2009 and The PMI PMBOK Guide 6th Edition was released in 2017 (AXELOS, 2016; Project
Management Institute, 2017).
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Over this period, project management has
“promoted itself as a universal and politicallyneutral toolkit of techniques appropriate for any
type of activity in any sector” (Hodgson, 2002
p804). This has seen an increase in projectbased working in all sectors, and the use of
project-based interventions for change in the
mainstream of strategic implementation and
change management. Such is the growth of
project management, that the PMI estimates the
addition of 15.7 million new project management
roles by 2020 with an industry value of $5.81
trillion (Project Management Institute, 2013).
Yet, despite this, the fundamental approach to
managing projects remains largely unchanged.
As Hodgson puts it:
“Project Management knowledge tends to
epitomize and reproduce a particularly
Figure 1. Timeline & the Dissonance Gap (Anfilogoff, 2019)

technicist and instrumental form of
modernist rationality”
(Hodgson, 2002, p818).

In other, less academic words, project management tends be linear, sequential, process-based and taskoriented. That is to say, it is the very opposite of the dynamics that characterise the complexities of the human
world in which it is applied.
The challenge of change
This is important as we move into consideration of organisational change, which, in contrast to project
management, is well theorised (Smith and Graetz, 2011, for example). Success in change first requires
sensemaking and recognition of the differences in the human understanding of projects (Thomas, 2000). In turn,
this implies the need for management, communication and a move towards a more creative-reflective approach,
with alternative critical success factors that are more oriented towards people and their behaviour (Jaafari, 2003;
Cicmil and Hodgson, 2006). Secondly, it demands a more agile approach, in terms both of mindset and practice
(see Text Box).
Such a change away from the established techniques of control, and the traditional process-oriented ‘iron
triangle’ of time, cost, and scope, would mean a complete paradigm shift in project management.

e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, SPRING 2019, VOL. 26, NO. 1

PAGE 75

WWW.AMED.ORG.UK

Agility and the need for Dynamic Capabilities

A look at agility

The notion of Dynamic Capabilities is introduced in the
adjacent text box on agility. Teece, Peteraf and Leih (2016)
group these into three clusters:
▪

▪

▪

Have you seen a dog agility trial, for
example at Crufts? This may seem like
an odd example to bring into a paper on

“Sensing” or spotting changes (i.e. understanding
the environment and identifying opportunities and
threats).

OD, but the principles behind success

“Seizing”, which is about mobilisation of resources

Agility where there is

have a lot in common with Organisational

to address needs.

“the ability to sense environmental

“Transforming”, which means continued renewal of

change and quickly respond to
unpredicted change by flexibly

the organisation.

assembling resources, processes,
They consider these to be

essential to

innovation,

knowledge, and capabilities”

adaptability and the creation of a sustained competitive

(Yang and Liu, 2012, p. 1023 cited in
Appelbaum et al. 2017a).

advantage.

In these fun and energetic competitions,
Taking this view, agility can be seen as the consequence of
a need for performance. An alternative proposed by Worley
and Lawler (2010) is to see performance as a consequence
of

agility. Their definition of

agility as a “dynamic

organisation design capability” (p194) emphasises future
focus and flexible intent. These are coupled with shared
values aimed at building value-creating capabilities, such as
learning, innovation and adaptability. These ideas take OA
very much into the realms of OD and their further

the handler assesses the course, decides
on a strategy, identifies opportunities and
then deploys resources by guiding their
dog over and around the obstacles with
speed and accuracy. The winner is the
team which works together with the best
communication and understanding rather
than the one with the fastest, nimblest
dog or the smartest handler.

development suggests that OA needs four routines (Worley,
This is a good demonstration of ‘Dynamic

Williams and Lawler, 2016):

Capabilities’, a concept introduced by

▪

Strategising, to establish a purpose.

▪

Perceiving, to understand the environment.

▪

Testing, to experiment and learn.

▪

Implementing, to manage operations and develop
new models.

Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997) in
which the ‘dynamic’ ability to renew
competences to meet the needs of the

This concept was validated by analysis of performance data
for the largest public companies in the US from 1980 to

environment and the ‘capabilities’ of
strategic

management

to

identify

opportunities are combined to adapt and
change (and in this example, win!).

2012.

This showed that the highest performing companies had not only adopted three or four of the routines but were
also more likely to demonstrate flexibility and shared leadership philosophies.
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From ‘process thinking’ to ‘outcome thinking’
The idea of “testing, to experiment and learn” allows us to return to consideration of technology, projects and,
in particular, the difference between ‘process thinking’ and ‘outcome thinking’.
As we have seen, the technologies that are likely to form the basis of a digital transformation programme, for
example cloud computing, web-based applications and mobile devices, are fast-paced and change rapidly.
Because of this, the teams developing these products and services use an Agile development method, as
referred to above.
There are many Agile methods (e.g. SCRUM, DSDM, XP etc.) but what they all have in common is that they
are user-focussed, disciplined and aim to deliver value (i.e. something that works) in short (time-boxed)
iterations. There is also an overall rhythm to agile development, which follows a pattern of:
▪

Discovery - do some research to find out the user needs and sought-after outcomes.

▪

Alpha - build something quickly to see if it meets the user needs.

▪

Beta - make it better.

Release - make it robust enough for production.
The notion of focusing on real-time outcomes is an important concept, which is one of the key differences
between agile and more traditional approaches. The latter are usually based on the “waterfall” model. In this,
a comprehensive set of requirements and a detailed specification are developed up-front. These are then
handed over to a development team who build something, test it on completion and then hand it back to the
client. This seems logical and is seemingly focussed on achieving the necessary outcome. Unfortunately,
though, in the time that it takes to do this, the world (and often the client) has moved on. As a result, the
requirements that were originally envisaged are no longer those that are needed to meet the changed
circumstances. According to Al Goerner (2016), formerly of the University of Missouri, the half-life of product
requirements has reduced from as long as ten years in the 1980s to less than six months now. What this
means is that, if you draw up the requirements for a project that will take a year to complete, only 50% of
what you originally thought of is still likely to be valid half-way through; and only 25% of it by the time that you
deliver the finished ‘product’. Or, flipping this around, three-quarters of what you have produced is (on
average) potentially no longer of value. In short, rather than focusing on the continually shifting needs that
are emerging in the real world, attention remains rooted in the process of delivering – “to time, cost and
scope” - the ‘cast-in-concrete’ design that was specified at the outset.
In contrast, focussing on outcomes and developing in an agile way overcomes this. It does so by breaking
the original idea into smaller pieces and delivering the one that is perceived to be of most value first.
Evaluation at this point then provides feedback that informs the next development cycle. In particular, it
allows a number of questions to be answered, including: whether or not our objective remains the same; what
appears to be the next most valuable thing to do; and, perhaps most importantly, whether we have already
done enough and can stop at that stage.
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All this suggests a context of rapid and continuing advances in technology, coupled with a high degree of
environmental uncertainty (politics, economics, society, competition, buying patterns – the list goes on…).
This means that requirements are often out of date almost before they are written. ‘Outcome thinking’, allied
to agile approaches, then becomes the key to success.

People: the missing ingredient
At this point It may be tempting to assume that adopting agile methods and applying them to change and
transformation projects will automatically lead to better results. Or even to organisational agility. However,
there is a catch. In a typical hierarchical and process-oriented organisation, agile is at risk of being treated as
just another such process, with a lot of fun-sounding words. If so, its adoption can give the illusion of
progress but with little being achieved in practice. So how might we break this apparent impasse?
The critically important thing to remember is that people are fundamental to change. This is contrary to two
implied – and largely taken-for-granted – assumptions in relation to digital transformation. First, that digital
transformation and enhanced technology will automatically bring about the sought-after improvements.
Secondly, that the existing tools and techniques that are used in delivering change will be effective
The reality is that (digital) technology is just a tool, which people will either use or not. Crucially, too, none of
the tools of change take account of the impact of human interactions on how change happens and on
whether or not the expected outcomes are realised in practice. For example, enterprise architecture looks at
technology, data and processes; project management treats people as resources; and even agile methods,
which are user-centric, focus on delivery of the product, rather than on the impact of that delivery.
In other words, there is a need for greater recognition of the social and human interactions that are present in
the increasingly complex environments of modern organisations. How change is managed in such
environments is critical to project success and so change management – including the necessary ‘soft’ skills
– needs to be explicit in project management approaches (Parker et al., 2013; Hornstein, 2015). Ironically,
those people-oriented ‘soft skills’ which are so essential to achieving the desired outcomes are often the
hardest to acquire and practise!

Beyond “Time, Cost and Scope” to “Culture, Leadership and Systems”
Earlier, I’ve argued that an agile mindset and related practices are essential to the success and sustainability
of both organisational and technical agility; as well as to the development and maintenance of digital systems
and services.
If this quest is not to become merely a costly distraction, it demands a fundamental shift in the thinking and
practice of those involved in bringing about the sought-after changes. This includes:
▪

The acquisition and skilled deployment of what I referred to above as Dynamic Capabilities.

▪

A shift from ‘process thinking’ to ‘outcome thinking’, in which the emphasis is on real-time learning,
adaptation and improvement, rather than rigid adherence to fixed and heavily governed plans and
procedures.
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Experience shows, though, that the introduction and adoption of such an approach can be challenging (to put
it mildly!). This therefore requires proper attention to be paid to the human aspects of organisational change
and performance.
One of the frameworks that I have found to be useful
in this respect is that of Nold and Michel (2016). In
it, success is achieved by replacing the ‘iron triangle’
of traditional project management (time, cost and
scope) with a Performance Triangle of Culture,
Leadership and Systems with People at the centre.
Culture means developing a shared context and
understanding; leadership involves flexibility and
creation of new modalities of communication; while
systems means using processes and approaches
which are supportive and enabling, rather than
Figure 2. The Performance Triangle
(After Nold and Michel, 2016)

restrictive and burdensome.

This suggests that, in addition to the pursuit of agile ways of working and the cultivation and deployment of
dynamic capabilities, other areas need attention. Following are three aspects which low from the framework,
with each related to one of the vertices of the triangle.
These are:
▪

Strong leadership with a commitment to change.

▪

Values-based decision-making.

▪

Changing language to change thinking.

All three of these underscore the centrality of people to successful change and performance.
Leadership
To begin with, strong leadership with a commitment to change is essential. I was speaking with the CEO of a
public sector organisation at the end of a successful agile delivery. They admitted that they had initially felt
nervous about adopting the new approach. They had, nevertheless, remained consistent in their leadership,
even in the face of the doubts and challenges that arise in any project. Then, about half way though, when
they saw that useful, working functionality was being demonstrated, they wondered why they had ever done
things the old way.
Decision-making
Secondly, making decisions based on values is more likely to lead to success. A little while ago I did some
work with a voluntary sector organisation that was experiencing conflict and unease amongst the staff. New
opportunities, coupled with the nature of the funding environment, meant that they had taken on contracts
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which made it seem as though they were just following the money. This was contrary to the stated core
values of the organisation. We arranged an all-staff away-day at a neutral venue and I ran a session using
the principles of Appreciative Inquiry to unpack some of the issues. What emerged from the day was not only
that all of the staff had similar values, but that these values were also in alignment with the principles of the
organisation. Re-evaluating the new contracts, using these values, resolved the conflicts and tensions, as
well as forming the basis for future decisions.
Language
Thirdly, if you change the language, you change the thinking. One of the things that I am particularly careful
about is the use of language, especially when working to move people away from a process-oriented mindset
and into an outcome-based way of thinking, coupled with the adoption of agile principles and practices.
Recognising that using the language of the old methods will tend to trigger old behaviours, I will talk, for
example, about “needs” instead of “requirements”, and about “outcomes” instead of “benefits”. When
somebody stops me in a conversation and says “I know what you’re going to say,” I know that things are
beginning to change!
As Denning (2015, p10) says,
“A culture of agility involves rethinking the basic assumptions of management”.
So, as I’ve outlined above, digital transformation and the adoption of today’s technologies can have a positive
impact when…
… an agile, outcome-focussed mindset exists
… in an organisation that is people-centred and values-based, and …
… in which disciplined, agile practices are the norm.
Otherwise, please save your money!

Glossary of Terms
Term

Description

Agile

An approach to software development in which self-organising, cross-functional teams
that include customers and users as well as developers use adaptive planning and
evolutionary development to respond rapidly and flexibly to change.

ANSI

America National Standards Institute

BOK

Body of Knowledge – a collection of information about a professional domain including
concepts, terms, principles, activities, standards etc.

CCTA

Central Computer and Telecommunications Agency – a UK government agency with
responsibility for technology through the 1970s, 80s and 90s. Subsumed into the Office
for Government Commerce (OGC) in 2000.
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Cloud Computing

Cloud computing refers to the provision of shared, on demand resources (such as
storage and computing power), that are usually accessed over the internet. These
resources are ‘virtualised’ and so separate from the underlying physical servers and
equipment in the data centre. This approach provides much more flexible and costeffective use of the (expensive) physical machines. Cloud computing contrasts with ‘on
premises’ and traditional approaches where particular applications run on specific
physical servers (this is similar to your own PC or laptop).

DevOps

An approach that combines development (Dev) with IT operations (Ops) to speed up
the development and deployment of new features and functionality to meet business
needs while continuing to support and maintain a live service. DevOps is particularly
relevant for modern, fast moving, cloud-based applications and services.

DSDM

Dynamic Systems Development Method – an agile project delivery method first
released in 1994.

IEEE

Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers – a professional association

Microservices

A microservices architecture is a software design approach that breaks functionality
down into many small, loosely coupled, reusable components that can be combined to
form an application. Because each component or service is fine-grained (i.e. it tends to
do one specific task) it means that there are improvements in modularity, testing,
development and deployment.

Organisational
Agility (OA)

The ability of an organisation to sense and respond to change. There is no universally
accepted definition of OA, but one that comes close is: ”a complex, multidimensional,
and context-specific concept, comprised of the ability to sense environmental change
and quickly respond to unpredicted change by flexibly assembling resources,
processes, knowledge, and capabilities” (Yang and Liu, 2012, p. 1023 cited in
Applebaum et al. 2017a)

PERT

Programme Evaluation and Review Technique – a project management tool developed
by the US Navy in the 1950s

PMBOK

Project Management Body of Knowledge – a set of project management guidelines first
published by the PMI in 1996 and recognised as a standard in 1998, now in its 6 th
edition.

PMI

Project Management Institute – a US based organisation that now provides project
management certifications

PRINCE

PRojects IN Controlled Environments – a version of PROMPT adopted for government
projects. Upgraded to PRINCE2 in 1996. Now owned by AXELOS which is a joint
venture between the Cabinet Office and Capita that issues certifications.

PROMPT

Project Resource Organisation Management Planning Techniques – a project
management method adopted by the CCTA in 1979.

Scrum

An agile framework used in product development which was presented in a paper by
Ken Schwaber and Jeff Sutherland in 1995. Scrum uses a whole team approach where
everybody works together in short iterations known as ‘sprints’ to reach a common
goal.

XP

Extreme Programming – an agile software development method which aims to have
frequent releases. Often uses Pair Programming where two people work on the same
workstation to provide simultaneous development and review of code.
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