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Why do organizational change efforts fail? Most often because leaders didn’t give sufficient 
attention to the implementation phase of the process. When companies undertake major 
change initiatives, such as restructuring or post-acquisition integration, they typically do a 
good job in the design phase. They design the new strategy and structure. They create 
staffing plans and design unified processes and systems.   
 
It’s when the time comes for the organization to “go live” that things start to go wrong. 
Executives often assume that so long as (1) the design has been done well, and (2) they 
provide clear guidance about goals and strategy, the new organization will “gel” on its own. 
It will, but it will take much more time than is necessary for that to happen. And in the 
interim, the organization may be paralyzed by a lack of alignment and an inability to “get 
things done” so it fails to meet the goals that were the original reason for change.  
 
Why? Because when a new organization is born out of an old one (or two organizations 
are combined), the “wiring” that made the organization work is destroyed and must be 
rebuilt. By wiring, I mean the tacit knowledge, relationships, culture norms and values that 
made day-to-day operations work smoothly. In every reorganization relationships, levels of 
trust, and implicit agreements get lost.  
 
The implication is that leaders need to focus much more attention on the post-change 
rewiring process. They must devote the necessary resources, including their own time, to 
“breathing life” into the new organization. As too many companies have learned painfully, 
the soft side of change is the hard side. 
 
Here are the four key elements of a “rapid rewire” process:  
 
1] Define the new operating framework 
How do people throughout the business know how to make the right decisions? The 
operating framework provides detailed guidance for what employees should do in order to 
support the strategy to achieve critical goals. It defines who gets to make which decisions 
and provides guiding principles for how those decisions should be made. The operating 
framework is the shared “playbook” that provides people with guidance on how to 
coordinate their actions. 
 
2] Cascade the rewiring process from the top down 
The (often newly formed) leadership team must define and communicate their strategic 
intent and drive alignment (in goals and behaviors) down through the new organization. 
They should be asking questions like: What do we need to say about our alignment of 
goals, culture, values, and operating framework that we all agree we will communicate to 
our direct reports? Once they have defined the guiding principles, they can begin to 
cascade them down to the next levels to rapidly “rewire” the organization. 
 
3] Focus on team acceleration 
The rewiring process begins with the top team and flows down through the organization. 
Teams at every level must learn to use the same methodologies, language and tools. 
Critically they must experience a team acceleration process that builds relationships, lays 
the foundation for effective teamwork, and puts in place concrete plans for building 
momentum in the next 90 days, the most crucial time period. Success in applying this 
approach can make the difference between achieving targets and failing miserably.  
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4] Don’t forget about culture 
Finally, there often is an underestimation of the power of culture in making organizational 
change succeed or fail. When leaders are integrating two organizations, for example, the 
biggest reason why they fail is because the cultures were not mutually compatible and that 
wasn’t factored into the process. 
 
Culture comprises three levels: language — do the new teams understand each other and 
does what they say mean the same thing? Behavior — how does the new company’s staff 
behave in meetings? How do they advance initiatives? Values — is there agreement about 
what creates and doesn’t create value? 
 
Culture is also shaped by other elements of an organization such as strategy, structure, 
processes, incentives and examples. However, leaders must consciously focus on the 
creation of the culture of the new organization as part of the rewiring process. They must 
be very aware about what kind of patterns of behavior they create or reinforce. Because 
for better or worse (and too often for worse) they will flow down through the organization. 
 
Do you need to change your organization? Keep these elements in mind or risk losing 
time, money and talent before you get on the right track.  
 
Michael D. Watkins is Professor of Leadership and Organizational Change at IMD. He co-
directs Transition to Business Leadership, a program designed for experienced functional 
managers who either have recently transitioned or will soon transition into a business 
leadership position.  
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Related Programs 

TRANSITION TO BUSINESS LEADERSHIP - http://www.imd.org/tbl 
 
Turning functional managers into business leaders 
Program Directors Michael Watkins and J. Stewart Black 

 
• Understand your strengths and areas of development relative to leading a business 
• Formulate and implement a business strategy 
• Design and structure business units to deliver results 
• Build and lead cross-functional teams 
• Part of IMD’s Program for Executive Development (PED) 

ORCHESTRATING WINNING PERFORMANCE - http://www.imd.org/owp 
 
The global business program for individuals and teams 
Program Directors Michael Wade and Dominique Turpin 

 
• Get exposed to the latest management thinking and to practical and innovative solutions for 

your business 
• Anticipate global business trends 
• Boost your performance, broaden your perspectives and expand your global network 
• Design the program that suits you and your team 
• Become a complete executive through activities that develop your mental, physical, and 

emotional health 
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