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The imperative for companies to transform is growing, but organizational transformations have a
low success rate. According to BCG research, only about one in four succeeds in capturing short-
term and long-term value. What sets the best, most successful transformations apart? A growing
body of research from BCG’s Bruce Henderson Institute and the firm’s Behavioral Science Lab
points to a crucial factor: a human-centric approach.
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Human-centric transformations are grounded in, and informed by, principles of behavioral
science—an understanding of how people act in different contexts—to predict behavior and
design techniques and practices that can help achieve target outcomes. This type of
transformation isn’t always easy. It requires elevating people at all levels, from top executives to
frontline employees, to the center of the change process and tapping into their collective effort.
But the approach can be learned, and it leads to measurably better transformation outcomes.

Companies that undertake human-centric transformations see faster scaling of initiatives,
increased human capacity and capital within the organization, and better financial outcomes. In
our experience supporting hundreds of transformations across industries, companies that make
holistic, people-centered change management an integral part of the transformation outperform
their peers by 15% in total shareholder return.

The Power of Human-Centric
Change
All transformations require considering the why, what, and how of the overall program. (See the
exhibit.) True success hinges on a human-centric approach across all three:

Why: Articulating the overarching purpose for undertaking the transformation now

What: Identifying the financial and operational objectives that must be met to create greater
value—revenue growth, cost reduction, a stronger balance sheet, or some combination of the
three—all aligned with the company strategy

How: Developing the behaviors, mindsets, organizational structure, tools, capabilities, and
processes to make change happen and ensure that it sticks
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Here we focus on the “how” element, which is where a human-centric approach is crucial.
Transformations rely on people’s willingness to change and do things differently, yet people are
naturally averse to change. By applying best practices from behavioral science to address this
aversion, transformations can achieve better and more lasting outcomes.

We have strong evidence of the power of human-centric change. Specifically, we see the following
increases in the likelihood of sustained performance improvements through a people-based
approach to transformation:

90% when holistic, people-centered change management is an integral part of the
transformation

27% when leaders are aligned on their roles and responsibilities in the transformation and
can shape the behaviors of people on their team.

21% when a chief transformation officer is in place with sufficient authority to lead the
transformation, challenge the status quo, and lead the overall workforce

19% when all people in the organization are clear about what needs to change, how they can
contribute, and how their work will evolve
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Four Elements of Success in
Driving Human-Centric Change
The “how” of transformation comprises four elements: leader enablement, people engagement,
executional certainty, and desired culture.

Leader Enablement. Enabling leaders to support the change is critical in a transformation. Since
organizational buy-in is paramount, transformation leaders must develop an explicit case for
change that they can communicate consistently and pervasively to their teams: what will change,
what will stay the same, and how both will contribute to the overall change program. The case for
change is grounded in the broader “why” of the transformation and helps leaders to articulate
why change is needed, instill a sense of urgency, and spur the right actions among the people on
their team.  

Transformations also require specific targets and timelines to help leaders steer toward defined
goals, with related incentives (both short term and long term) that are linked to leaders’ personal
performance and their teams’ overall results.

Another aspect of enablement is ensuring that leaders are clear on their roles and decision
rights. Moreover, companies should push leaders to look beyond traditional command-and-
control models and instead inspire their teams with a more empathetic approach that
incorporates the head, heart, and hands elements of a change program.

People Engagement. In addition to enabling leaders, companies need to assess the
transformation’s impact on their people—taking into account other initiatives that are currently
underway, what else has happened recently in the organization, and the capacity needed to take
on new efforts—and demonstrate that they have a good sense of how employees are feeling. An
impact assessment can help companies understand the potential burden that the
transformation will create for key stakeholders and get ahead of people risks by reducing
cognitive loads.

Companies should also create a robust communication roadmap to deepen engagement with the
mass of the organization that is doing the work. For example, a communication platform can
ensure that employees understand the need for change and the level of urgency. Monthly
newsletters can provide clear updates on how the transformation is progressing, so employees
feel informed and see their individual efforts reflected, shared, and even celebrated across the
organization. Town halls and pulse checks can provide a mechanism for employees to provide
feedback and ensure that they feel heard and have a voice in the transformation.

Effective people engagement also involves understanding and addressing skill gaps in the
organization as part of broader capability and confidence building. In addition, leaders can
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designate influential employees as change champions, as well as celebrating wins by teams and
individual employees, to build enthusiasm for the transformation among the frontline workforce.

Executional Certainty. All transformations should be coordinated through a transformation office,
which establishes clear governance and practices and creates a structure that organizes teams
and people in explicit roles and ensures accountability. The office also sets a cadence for the
overall program, such as weekly meetings for the extended leadership team and quarterly town
halls for the full workforce.

Moreover, a rigorous stage gate methodology ensures that initiatives move forward in incremental
steps and that the original goals of the program remain realistic. Robust reporting mechanisms
provide real-time, efficient status tracking and a single source of truth, eliminating confusion
about where the transformation currently stands.

Desired Culture. A transformation will succeed only if it fundamentally changes the organization’s
culture. Companies should conduct a diagnostic to obtain a current view of their organization’s
culture, operating model, leadership style, and ways of working. Doing so can lead to valuable
insights, such as identification of specific areas that must be addressed to support a sustainable
target culture. Moreover, companies can engage leaders, and the outsized impact they have on
organizations, to model behaviors that will bring the new culture to life. For example, if a company
aims to increase transparency to enable more informed decision making and a greater sense of
inclusion, leaders can begin to share monthly reports and key leadership readouts with their
teams. Such behaviors should be embedded into daily routines, processes, and policies, and
companies should actively measure progress using quantifiable metrics.

One Company’s People-First
Approach to Transformation
A leading global beverage company found itself underperforming compared with the competition
in key metrics. To improve, it launched a comprehensive transformation, leveraging digital
technology to make its supply chain more efficient and sustainable. Critically, the company also
addressed the people component of change, focusing on each of the four parts of the “how” of
transformation:

The company developed a clear and compelling case for change and designed a tailored
leader enablement program to upskill 250 leaders.

Frequent communication through town halls, newsletters, and other channels ensured buy-in
across the enterprise. Pulse surveys gave leaders crucial feedback from the workforce, with
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more than 95% of employees saying that they understood the purpose of the program and
more than 80% rating it favorably (a share that increased over time). Quarterly scorecards
gave everyone a clear sense of progress.

The program included more than 4,000 initiatives across nine workstreams in 24 countries. To
keep everything on track, the leadership team deployed a robust governance structure,
including a transformation team that built a roadmap with clearly defined stage gates. A
regular cadence of weekly and monthly meetings, along with transparent reporting, created
visibility across the organization.

Critically, the company addressed its culture, examining whether employee and leader
behaviors were supporting the change ambition. By clarifying roles and creating a
collaborative working environment, the company was able to overcome numerous
challenging practices and improve performance across all business units and functions.

By putting people at the center in this way—focusing not just on the “what” but also on the “how”
of the transformation—the company reduced supply chain costs by 15% to 20% and improved
productivity by 55%. The newly digitized, efficient, and resilient supply chain helped the company
close the performance gap with peers and gave it a sustained competitive advantage in
operations.

Transformation is an urgent priority for most companies, but it’s tough to get right. To succeed,
they need to focus on the people aspect of change. This is a more holistic approach to
transformation, but in our experience, it yields commensurate benefits in sustainable value and
new capabilities—leaving companies far better equipped to thrive in the long term.
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ABOUT BOSTON CONSULTING GROUP

Boston Consulting Group bridges the gap between ambition and outcomes for the world's leading
companies and organizations. We are built for this era of unprecedented change — bringing
strategic clarity rooted in over 60 years of deep domain knowledge, combined with applied AI
shaped by our practitioners. BCG works shoulder-to-shoulder with CEOs across industries and
geographies to deliver transformative impact at scale: stronger returns, transferred capabilities,
and change that sticks. For more information, visit bcg.com.
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