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Change projects fail at a terrifyingly high rate – in fact, the frequently quoted figure is 70%. Given the cost and stress involved, then, it’s somewhat surprising that organizations even bother with them in the first place. The explanation for this conundrum must lie in humans being essentially optimistic creatures and also in organizations recognizing that change is the key to survival in an increasingly brutal and competitive business world.
So, given the imperative for organizations to change, what are the main reasons why change programs fail and how can organizations prevent disaster striking their own initiatives? Lior Arussy, CEO and president of global transformation consultancy the Strativity Group and author of new book Next is Now, addresses these burning questions in this Q&A.
Sally Percy:Why is it important that organizations transform themselves today?
Lior Arussy: Change is no longer the exception, it’s the rule. And it is going to rule you, unless you take charge. A wide range of industries – from hospitality and retail to education, music and healthcare – are undergoing radical transformation thanks to technological innovation, evolving customer tastes and new business models such as the on-demand economy. These changes are not simply passing trends. They are the new reality for all industries. Adapting to change is absolutely critical to survival in both business and in life.
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Percy: Why do many organizations struggle to transform themselves successfully? 
Arussy: Change creates an identity crisis. Most of us can’t help but feel that ‘the new way of doing things’ we’re being sold is a response to some failure on our part. Otherwise, why change? And so, while a new approach or habit may make rational sense, it can simultaneously threaten our self-esteem, our sense of financial security and our belief syst
When the Harvard Business Review, in conjunction with Strativity, conducted our landmark study on change, we discovered that people are having even more difficulty than we imagined. An astonishing 86% of the respondents confirmed what we suspected: they are attempting to execute multiple change initiatives simultaneously. Different business functions – from operations and IT to marketing and finance – are trying to tackle different issues concurrently. Yet 91% of those same respondents have experienced a change initiative failure in their organization. Apparently there’s a disconnect between our expectations around change and the reality.
Percy: What are the main reasons why change programs fail?
Arussy: The reasons why change programs fail vary, but one theme seems to stand out. When participants in our survey were asked to create a list of reasons for failure, ‘insufficient budget’ was cited by 23% and ‘insufficient time’ by only 17%. Instead, participants ranked poor communication (62%), insufficient leadership and support (54%), organizational politics (50%), lack of understanding of the purpose of the change (50%), lack of user buy-in (42%) and lack of collaboration (40%) as the most critical issues. These are all human problems.
As leadership, we are not driving the change. And as employees, we are not buying in. In other words, people at even the most disciplined organizations are acting emotionally, not logically.
The study also illustrates that a large capability gap is causing widespread failure in change initiatives. With poor communication an obstacle 62% of the time and a lack of understanding about the purpose of a change program derailing 50% of initiatives, it seems as though organizations are either ignoring the human factor or taking it for granted.
Percy: What can leaders do to get more people to buy into change?
Arussy: Accepting change is a personal choice:. Each person must decide whether they’re on board with a change and how far they are willing to take its implementation. Sure, top executives can mandate the use of a new technology or adopt new metrics that will force employees to act one way and not another – but such changes are superficial and will be implemented reluctantly.
It is puzzling to see companies spending $50 million on a new technology platform but less than $100,000 on employee engagement. Employees are treated as passive followers who will do whatever they are being told to do. But it’s not just companies that make this mistake. How many of us are quick to blow a ton of money on a self-help program, transformational workshops or expensive shoes, hoping for some expert to tell us exactly how to change our lives? Then, as soon as we realize that changing our lives requires us to actually change our behavior, we want a refund.
Many executives refuse to accept that change is a personal issue. Most don’t want to hear that they are at the mercy of their employees. After all, they worked hard to get where they are. They shoulder more financial responsibility than their employees and they have to make choices that can have a deeper impact on the organization. So they don’t understand why employees don’t trust them when they say change needs to be made.
Then there are enlightened executives who agree that employees determine the future success of strategy and change – until it is time to talk about the budget. They fail to find room in the budget for training and empowering employees at every level of the organization. Or they argue that there is not enough time to engage all employees in this process. My answer to that is simple: think again, and do it fast. There is no alternative to engaging employees in a meaningful way as soon as possible.  The sooner they get engaged and embrace it, the faster a change initiative will be implemented and the better the outcome it will deliver. Whatever time or money you think you will save on the front end by not engaging, you will waste on the back end with useless delays, political battles and reduced impact.
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