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This paper reviews the status of sales, marketing and customer service 
processes. It outlines how business processes or other disciplines are not 
necessarily appropriate to marketing. Asserts that there will continue to 
be greater emphasis to integrate company resource planning and sales 
and marketing systems and that sales and marketing departments which 
develop “best practice” sales process will be in a better position to 
exploit new technology. This means that traditional “back office” and 
“front office” processes should be integrated to provide the overall 
supply chain management system. 
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Change specialists have offered leaders a standard model of how to 

transform organizations: first, unfreeze the firm by demonstrating that a 
crisis demands dramatic action. Next, develop a clear picture of the future 
and manage to make the picture a reality. Finally, change the organization’s 
systems to ensure they support the new ways and prevent slipping back into 
the old. Studies have shown that transformation doesn’t always follow this 
standard script. Managers have had little guidance to help them decide 
which of the alternative ways of achieving transformational goals is right. 

To address their need, we need to review transformations and 
compared them not only to the standard model but also to non-mainstream 
ideas about transformation. Strong evidence that five distinct, reproducible 
ways of radically altering organizations exist. Each has important strengths 
that make it appropriate for particular purposes.  

Most advocates of alternative change processes tend to extol their 
own favorite processes without giving clear guidance on when those 
processes are appropriate and when they are not. Leaders’ needs for 
understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of alternative solutions aren’t 
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being met. To help leaders manage change better, we need a guide to the 
five transformation processes and hybrid forms and also a set of simple 
questions that can give leaders a first-cut sense of which method (or hybrid 
approach) is right for them. 

The five kinds of transformation 
1. Holism – transformation following the standard model 

In the approach that the standard theory prescribes, leaders develop a 
reasonably coherent understanding of what they want and make it happen by 
reorienting the whole organization. We refer to this process as ‘‘holism.’’ 
The process described in the standard model is the only documented one 
that involves leaders defining clearly what the organization should 
transform into and then changing the entire organization all at once.  

According to numerous change-management books, the holistic-
change process begins with a crisis. It can be an immediate and obvious 
upheaval. Or the crisis could be one that the organization wouldn’t have 
noticed if leaders had not forced people to pay attention to it. The 
identification of a crisis, together with a campaign by senior managers to 
draw attention to it, ‘‘unfreezes’’ the organization. Because people believe 
they face disaster if things don’t change, change becomes possible. 
2. The ambidextrous form 

Management academics have examined ‘‘organizational forms,’’ 
that is,  structural features and patterns in organizations that allow different 
kinds of activities and changes to take place in them. For almost as long, 
they have argued about whether some structural forms make large-scale 
innovation and thus transformation easier. Recent research has shown that at 
least one organizational form does support large-scale innovation and can 
produce a transformation that does not follow the holistic-reorientation 
process that the standard model demands. This form is called the 
‘‘ambidextrous form’’ because it makes companies capable of two kinds of 
business (stable exploitation of an established activity and innovative 
exploration in a new area) in the same way that an ambidextrous person is 
capable of doing both left-handed and right-handed work. 

A transformation through the ambidextrous form involves creating 
one or more separate units within the organization to implement innovations 
that have large potential impact.   

An ambidextrous organizational form involves two different kinds of 
units–one of them capable of exploiting a well-established business, the 
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other capable of exploring something radically new. But it requires much 
more than just the division of the firm into distinct exploiting and 
innovating units. The construction of innovating units is complex. 
3. Acquisitions/restructuring 

Sometimes leaders can transform a firm for the better by changing 
its boundaries. They can radically improve it by buying new organizational 
units from others, then nursing a new and different kind of organization into 
existence in the often-chaotic process of integration and re-launch. Or, less 
frequently documented in the research we reviewed, they can radically 
improve a slow-moving, confused organization by selling pieces or breaking 
pieces away into new businesses. 

Transformation is always dangerous, and research shows that 
transformation through acquisition is even more dangerous than 
transformation through other methods. Many studies indicate that 
acquisitions frequently fail to achieve their goals and often destroy value for 
the shareholders of the acquiring company. However, sometimes carefully 
managed acquisitions or other changes in organizational boundaries are the 
fastest and perhaps the only way to achieve desired change. 
4. ‘‘Good to Great’’ 

Some set out to study processes that turned ordinary companies into 
‘‘great’’ companies that, after a transition point, achieved cumulative 
returns at least three times the market over the next fifteen years. They 
found that both leadership and the steps to transformation were strikingly 
unusual in these firms. 

It is important how a change system based on this insights differs 
from those of other documented transformation processes, why it provides 
an alternative transformation method, and how it offers alternatives suitable 
for differing situations. 

The most obvious difference between this transformation process 
and that of the standard model is that it does not begin with a crisis. The 
transformations began because leaders felt their companies could be more 
than ordinary. Moreover, leaders and their teams did not develop a clear 
picture of what they were trying to do any time near the beginning of their 
transformation. The leaders first re-worked their management teams. 

This approach is highly unusual for several reasons. Suggesting that 
leaders can begin working on transformation deliberately through a focus on 
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personnel change without having a defined direction. Moreover, 
transformation can start regardless of whether or not any crisis exists. 

Through this process, the well-developed management team 
develops a simple driving idea. This is called ’’Hedgehog Concept’’ after 
the spiny mammal that is successful because it knows it can protect itself by 
rolling into a spiky ball. The development of this idea is the third step. 

The Hedgehog Concept must be implemented, a long, slow process. 
Summarizing it with the image of pushing on a flywheel with continual 
small changes that make the company better and better. The final stage of 
the transformation process is ‘‘breakthrough.’’ The hard work finally makes 
the firm significantly better than its competitors. Sales and profits increase, 
and outsiders notice how great the company has become. 

Companies that need to move faster and companies that face 
imminent crises may need one of the other transformation processes.  
5. Improvisational transformation 

While a key aspect of the Good-to-Great transformation process is 
that it allows leaders to begin working on transformation without a clear 
picture of where the organization is going, the descriptions suggest the firms 
that completed Good-to-Great transformations remained limited in one 
respect: they had only modest ability to create repeated large-scale 
innovation in their strategies. The systems they built were tools for fairly 
stable activities such as paper-products marketing, drugstore management 
and steelmaking. 

A significantly different, more improvisational process produces 
greater flexibility, creating companies better able to experiment and develop 
new core strategies. 

Like transformation through the standard holistic model, these more 
improvisational transformations begin with a crisis. The organizations went 
through periods when an improved ability to innovate seemed necessary for 
survival. But while the opening of the improvisational transformation 
process closely paralleled the opening of transformation in the standard 
model, the rest of the process differed substantially. 

Finally, the improvised processes and the efforts to learn from them 
evolve into new innovation routines. The routines that emerge involve 
combinations of deliberately created elements and ways of innovating that 
have evolved in a largely unplanned way from the improvisational processes 
that produced the initial successful major innovations. 
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Hybrid approaches to transformation 
Many organizations change by employing several of the five ways of 

transformation. Some leaders may use as many as three or four of the five 
transformation process to renew the firm 
Choosing the right approach 

It is possible to list four fairly simple questions that can sort out 
which of the five kinds of transformation are most likely to be appropriate 
for a particular firm at a particular time. 

When you can define the goal 
1. Can you clearly define the change you seek? If you do have a clear 
picture of the changes you’d like to see it’s worthwhile to consider three 
different ways of pursuing your goal: A holistic transformation following 
the standard model of planned organizational change; Change through use 
of the ambidextrous form; Transformation through acquisition. 
2. Can you buy the competences you need? Often, key elements of the 
transformed business can be acquired by purchasing existing businesses. 
Consider whether the benefits of adding the capabilities rapidly through 
acquisition outweigh the enormous difficulties of integrating people and 
systems from a different culture into yours. Sometimes, however, 
acquisition must be central to transformation.  
3. Must the whole organization be transformed, or will a core continue to 
exploit the old ways? The standard model – holistic transformation – is key 
to success when leaders know how the organization must change and know 
that the whole must be transformed. However, if parts of the organization 
can and should continue to pursue the old ways of success, much of the 
radical disruption that a holistic transformation requires is unnecessary. But 
what if you cannot, at least initially, define what you want your organization 
to change into, or even define ideas that will move it in the desired direction 
through the ambidextrous organizational form? Or what if you believe that 
trying to run transformation through the standard model, acquisition or the 
ambidextrous form relies too much on the willingness and ability of top 
management to make the changes? In such cases, the final key question 
needs to be asked. 
4. Is your industry stable enough that you should pursue a new but durable, 
long-term positioning, or is change so rapid that a capability for continuing 
strategic revolution is necessary? If you’re confident your industry will 
move fairly slowly, Good-to-Great process is likely to work well. However, 
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many companies can’t expect to succeed through a big one-time 
transformation because their industry moves too fast – or at least they have 
reason to fear that it may move too fast. Leaders can’t wait till they’ve 
identified all the right people for their organization and carried out a 
comprehensive analysis of the ‘‘brutal facts.’’ 

The most important ‘‘brutal fact’’ may be that if the organization 
doesn’t start changing right away, it may disappear. 

In that situation, leaders need to start down the path toward an 
improvisational transformation: first, develop an idea about the future that 
will probably be vague and yet exciting. Then leaders need to encourage 
people to innovate toward it in a way that is far more improvisational than 
any of the other approaches. 

Regardless of which course is adopted, managing transformation 
requires alertness about whether the path chosen is the right one, and a non-
dogmatic willingness to change. But understanding the advantages and 
disadvantages of these five paths of business transformation provides an 
essential guide. 
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