
Business transformations – why 
you need to change your mindset 
to change your fortunes
A high number of business transformations fail for two reasons – people fear change 
and change is hard. When businesses transform it creates a melting pot of uncertainty
and angst - they are taking a leap into the unknown.

Leaders should strive to create conditions of safety and trust within their teams and 
equip them with the psychological resources needed to cope with this uncertainty 
in a healthy and adaptive way. Using behavioural science to support and embed 
behaviour change will ensure that employees are fully supported and transformation 
is embraced by all involved.
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Business transformations – why 
you need to change your mindset to 
change your fortunes 
When businesses transform, invariably it is because leaders decide to radically change
the organisation in response to external threats or opportunities. However, a high number
of business transformations still fail, and while multiple reasons are often offered for these 
breakdowns, in essence, they fail for two primary reasons.

1. People fear change 
The world is a scary place. It’s ‘better the devil you know’. When businesses transform, it
creates a melting pot of uncertainty and angst among the people who are subject to the 
transformation. The journey from the known to the unknown is often accompanied by
anxiety, and we may even question the entire purpose of the organisation.  

Even those unhappy with the status quo cannot know if the grass will be greener 
post-change. They can’t be sure that they will still be needed or that their skills will be 
relevant. Whenever change happens, we take a leap into the unknown and the reality is, 
it is easier and safer to stay exactly where we are. Therefore, people resist change – even 
if this is unintentional.

2. Change is hard 
 
Ever tried to lose weight? Exercise more? Spend less? How did you get on? We all know that, 
on an individual level, changing our behaviour is hard. So why do we think it will be any easier 
when we try to change at an organisational level? 

Business transformation depends on huge numbers of individuals all changing their behaviour, 
and when we view transformation like this, it’s no wonder that transformations fail. Humans 
are creatures of habit and it is imperative that when we plan a business transformation, we 
plan for behaviour change as well.

Reduce ambiguity and create a feeling of safety 

What can be done about these fundamental 
barriers to business transformations?

We can increase people’s ability to cope with uncertainty if they feel safe and 
there is transparency. To minimise the fear of change, we should communicate 
widely, frequently and involve as many individuals as possible. However, no 
matter how comprehensive the consultation and communication strategy, 
we must accept that there will always be some level of uncertainty with 
any transformation.  

Consequently, leaders should strive to create conditions of safety and trust
within their teams – and the organisation as a whole – thereby equipping
individuals with the  psychological resources needed to cope with this
uncertainty in a healthy and adaptive way.  

One way in which leaders can foster trust within their teams is to adopt a 
non-judgemental attitude, because it is unrealistic to expect anyone to
experience strong feelings of trust towards someone who you feel is judging
you negatively.  

We may instinctively pass judgement on the way colleagues, friends, family and 
others in our day-to-day life behave and come up with our own hypotheses on 
the reasons for that behaviour. But to have a truly non-judgemental attitude, 
we must avoid these involuntary judgements. So, while we can observe the 
behaviours of others, we shouldn’t draw conclusions without engaging with 
them and asking them the reasons. Any judgements will be presumptions based 
on our own frame of reference, influenced by our own life experiences, biases, 
personality, mood and emotion at the time. All of these are, of course, likely to 
be vastly different to those of the individual in question.  

Abstaining from passing judgement is extremely difficult but the 
non-judgemental attitude of a leader has an important role to play in setting
an example for the development of a trusting relationship, which can provide 
employees with valuable coping resources during times of uncertainty. 
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Create
‘implementation intentions’
For any type of business transformation, employees 
will need to change their behaviour to the new and 
desired way. 
 
To make changes stick, we must be clear on how 
to change. One scientifically proven method of 
embedding all types of behaviour change is setting 
‘implementation intentions’. 

These provide prompts to work on a goal – and 
clarity on when specific goals should be completed 
– by specifying the behaviours required in any given 
situation that the individual may encounter. 

There are plenty of practical steps that leaders 
can take to support their employees in creating 
implementation intentions associated with the 
changes required for the business transformation. 

• Allow sufficient time to explore action planning, 
which is integral to creating behaviour change. 

• Include specific guidance on where, when and how 
goals will be accomplished. An action plan should 
include direction (the actual behavioural sequence), 
amplitude (the intensity of the action) and 
persistence (the duration of the action). 

• Wherever possible, individuals should be 
encouraged to formulate multiple options 
in an action plan, each with implementation 
intentions, so that people have options 
on how they can achieve their goal. 

• Explore specific anticipated obstacles that might 
derail intentions and how they intend to deal with 
these. For example, ‘if X happens, then I will deal 
with it by doing Y.’ This can include how to continue 
with the action plan during times of high stress or 
changes to routine – these are often the most 
challenging situations. 

• Consider competing goals – identify where 
competing goals might arise and how to assess 
which takes priority in any scenario.

• Decide how to monitor progress towards goal 
completion. Collecting data in relation to our 
behaviour helps us to uncover weak spots that 
derail us and informs our decisions. 

• Agree, as a team, how you will hold each other 
accountable for your actions. 

• Decide when to review the action plan. The action 
plan should be a living document that is regularly 
revisited, reviewed and revised. While certain 
actions may have worked well at the start, they may 
become less effective as time progresses. Therefore, 
it may be necessary for people to find new actions 
that will revitalise their progress towards achieving 
their goals. 

• Understand the importance of reflection in relation 
to implementation intentions, changes in behaviour 
and barriers to progress. This data can help to inform 
the action plan as employees work towards achieving 
their goals. 

• Plan how to celebrate successes. These will help to 
reinforce the good work already done and motivate 
people to stay on track with the plan.

Steps to support employees

Once we understand that the greatest barrier to successful business transformation is the mindset of the people involved, we can start to plan how to effectively manage this barrier. 
Recognising the complexity and difficulty in change is the first step – specifically, appreciating how hard change is and addressing the anxieties that may be linked to the process. 

Once these have been considered, using behavioural science to support and embed behaviour change will ensure that employees are fully supported – and that, in turn, will ensure 
that rather than being resisted, transformation is embraced by all involved.

A clear mindset leads to engagement and cohesive action
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Henley Business School
For over 75 years, Henley Business School has developed confident and resilient business 
leaders; leaders who are self-aware, agile in their approach, see the bigger picture and drive 
their business forward with conviction.
 

We are proud to be a triple-accredited business school, a reflection of the high quality of our 
teaching and research. Henley faculty are practitioners as well as academics, with experience 
spanning a wide range of industries and countries. As such, we have a deep understanding of 
organisations’ strategic challenges and opportunities.
 

This article is one of a series exploring the challenges of business transformation. 
Visit hly.ac/improvement-leader to read more and discover how Henley’s apprenticeships can 
drive strategic change and improvement.
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• Are psychopath leaders stifling sustainability and business transformation?

• Can your company survive and thrive in today’s evolving business environment?

• Data doesn’t have to be big to be clever! Why small data is a change agent’s best friend

• Many boards are abdicating their ESG responsibilities – they need to wake up to the realities of sustainability

• Transforming for sustainability
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