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1 Transformations Are Today More Than Ever a Matter of Architecture 

Transformations take place today in an environment characterised by uncertainty, dynamism 

and increasing complexity. Markets are changing more quickly, technological cycles are 

shortening, regulatory frameworks are shifting and the expectations of customers, employees 

and owners are rising simultaneously. In many organisations the conclusion is therefore 

clear: strategies exist, target images are formulated, lists of measures are well populated, 

transformation programmes are set up fairly straight. And yet the actual outcome often falls 

short of expectations. 

The reason rarely lies in a lack of will or competence. More often it lies in how transformation 

is conceived. Change is still frequently understood as a sequence of activities: initiatives are 

launched, programmes set up, project plans condensed. What is missing is the deliberate 

design of the resilient overall system in which all these activities are to take effect. 

Transformation is not just a collection of initiatives. It is an architectural matter. Architecture 

determines: 

• how much change a system can handle at the same time, 

• how decisions are made, escalated or blocked, and 

• how people experience orientation, security and meaning in phases of change. 

If this architectural perspective is missing, a typical pattern emerges: activity increases, 

energy falls flat, fatigue sets in – while the real impact fails to materialise. Transformation is 

then measured not by a lack of effort but by the organisation’s breaking point. 

 

 

 

2 Transformation Must Be Understood as a Design Task 

An architectural view of transformation does not first address measures, programmes or 

roadmaps. It focuses on the framework conditions in which change can become effective in 

the first place. It combines three fundamental questions: 

• Which goal systems shape decisions? Is the priority on short-term value 

realisation, long-term safeguarding, identity or something else? Goal systems always 

work – explicitly or implicitly – and steer priorities, speed and the tolerability of 

change. These goal systems and their possible effectiveness as well as impacts must 

also be viewed in the context of the individual corporate culture and the company’s 

imprint from the past. 

• What time logic is at work in the system? What speed is expected? How much 

simultaneity is realistic? And how much stability does the organisation need to remain 

capable of performing? 

• Which form of leadership generates legitimacy? Does leadership operate 

primarily through formal authority, through trust or through professional 

credibility? What expectations do employees have of decision-making style, 

communication and participation? 
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Only when these questions are clarified and their effects are reflected in the actions of the 

transformation do programmes, initiatives and measures have an impact. Without this 

clarification even well-conceived transformations often feel like foreign bodies in the system. 

Transformation therefore rarely fails due to too little activity. It fails because of a lack of 

structure, poor sequencing, insufficient relief and low identification within the organisation. 

In this sense, an architectural approach does not mean more planning but better 

arrangement: 

• deliberate prioritisation instead of parallelism, 

• targeted relief instead of permanent overburdening, and 

• emotional sustainability for those affected. 

In this way transformation becomes a deliberate design task where leadership does not 

primarily act operationally but creates the framework in which change becomes resilient, 

connectable and effective. 

 

 

 

3 Design Principles – and Their Impact on Outcomes 

3.1 Trust as Operational Currency 

Trust is not a “soft” factor but the central operational currency of transformation. Where trust 

is lacking, coordination efforts, protective behaviours and implicit blockades increase – 

regardless of the quality of the strategy and formal decision structure. 

 

3.2 Effectiveness before Resilience before Efficiency 

In stable systems efficiency is a important goal. In uncertain, dynamic contexts, however, 

efficiency is often overestimated. Value-creating transformation follows a clear priority: 

1. Effectiveness – doing the right things. 

2. Resilience – being able to withstand stress. 

3. Efficiency – optimising at a stable operating point. 

Maximising efficiency too early increases key figures in the short term but significantly 

weakens the system’s adaptability and overall performance. 
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3.3 People as a Hard Fact 

The human factor is not a “soft topic” but a hard fact. Transformation is always 

multidimensional: 

• content-wise, 

• cultural / collective, and 

• individual. 

Transformations rarely fail on content – they fail on the people involved. If one of the three 

dimensions is neglected, resistance shifts from the content level into behaviour. Only when 

all three dimensions are addressed simultaneously and consciously does sustainable impact 

arise. 

 

3.4 Cooperation Internally, Competition Externally 

Performance arises through cooperation within the organisation. Internal competition 

produces short-term performance but long-term fragmentation through friction, silo thinking 

and loss of trust. Competition makes probably sense externally – internally cooperation 

creates value. 

 

3.5 Congruence as a Leadership Principle 

Effective transformation requires congruence: acting in harmony with personal integrity and 

common sense, the organisation’s core values and the prescribed strategic direction. 

Inconsistency is usually detected more quickly in organisations than any communication 

measure. It is, however, rarely discussed but compensated, causing friction and loss of trust. 

 

3.6 Overload and Parallelism as Structural Risks 

Overloading the organisation and too many major initiatives in parallel are among the most 

frequent transformation killers. Not a lack of motivation but structural overload leads to 

fatigue, cynicism and silent refusal. Overload rarely manifests in resistance but in silent 

exhaustion and decision avoidance. For the architecture this means conscious reduction, 

clear sequencing and tangible relief. 

 

3.7 Leadership Needs Architecture Instead of Activism 

Leadership in transformation does not mean more activity but better design: clear decision 

spaces, clean prioritisation and conscious distribution of responsibilities. Where architecture 

is lacking, activism replaces structural clarity. 

 

3.8 Courage for Timely Imposition 

In many necessary transformations, uncomfortable decisions are postponed too long – due 

to consideration, lobbying pressure or cost avoidance. This often results in much more 
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painful cuts later on. Clarity in early stage is often the more suitable decision, as deferred 

decisions do not disappear – they return with higher intensity. 

 

What It Costs to Ignore Important Architectural Building Blocks 

Organisations always pay a price for transformations without architecture. This price does 

not always appear immediately in the P&L – but it reliably affects EBITDA, leadership 

capacity and retention of top performers. Typical costs are: 

• lost time due to friction, coordination and repetition, 

• utilization of management capacity due to escalations and corrections, 

• declining leadership acceptance and credibility among employees, 

• decreasing willingness to change despite formal achievement of objectives, and 

• valuable employees or even employees with key company knowledge who leave the 

company. 

Particularly critical is: these costs do not arise linearly but cumulatively. The longer important 

issues remain unresolved, the bigger the later effort is going to be – professionally, culturally 

and individually. Transformation without really good architecture is therefore rarely cheaper. 

It is simply much more expensive later on. At this point it becomes clear: architecture is both 

a conceptual matter and a leadership decision. 

 

 

 

4 Transformation in Private Equity and Family Businesses – Two Worlds, Two 

Dynamics 

Transformation follows not only strategy and structure – it follows people, power relations 

and implicit expectations. Private equity portfolio companies and family businesses differ not 

just in ownership structure or timeline. They follow fundamentally different organisational 

logics that shape transformations in very different ways. 

 

4.1 Different Basic Logics 

Organisations shaped by private equity are fundamentally geared towards value realisation. 

Transformation follows a clear goal: the measurable increase of company value within a 

defined period. This logic creates: 

• high decision density, 

• clear prioritisation of economic levers, 

• strong KPI orientation, and 

• a pronounced focus on controllability and transparency. 
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Family businesses, by contrast, are geared toward continuity, identity and long-term viability. 

Transformation here primarily serves to secure the future – not to optimise in the short term. 

This logic produces: 

• high importance of trust and loyalty, 

• strong cultural imprint, 

• implicit decision paths, and 

• a sensitive balance between change and preservation. 

Both logics are rational. Problems arise where they are not made explicit. 

 

4.2 Typical Framework Conditions in PE Organisations 

In PE companies the organisational architecture is usually clearly divided into three parts: 

• Owners / fund: set target corridors, timelines and value levers; 

• CEO / management: translate these expectations into operational reality; and 

• Organisation: carries out implementation – often in parallel with day-to-day business. 

This constellation creates a permanent tension: the CEO acts in between high expectations 

above and limited resilience below. Transformation here is often: 

• strongly KPI-driven, 

• controlled very strictly, and 

• closely linked to efficiency and results targets. 

Typical field of tension: If transformation is understood primarily as a performance 

programme, trust, acceptance and cultural compatibility will be highly under pressure. 

Additionally, structural problems requiring significant cost effort to solve are at risk to get 

procrastinated. 

 

4.3 Typical Framework Conditions in Family Businesses 

In family businesses the architecture is often less formal but emotionally much deeper: 

• owner role and identity are often closely connected, 

• management acts not only as managers but as guardians of the company, and 

• the organisation is strongly stabilised through personal relationships and implicit 

rules. 

Transformation takes place within a sensitive tension field of: 

• necessary change, 

• protection of established identity, and 

• workforce’s expectation of reliability. 
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Typical field of tension: Changes are understood on a fact base but emotionally perceived 

as a threat. Transformation in this case rarely fails due to insight – but due to a lack of 

emotional connectivity. 

 

4.4 Different CEO and CXO Personas 

The different settings also shape the people at the top. CEOs in PE contexts are often: 

• decision- and performance-oriented, 

• strongly focused on results, 

• used to operating under high time pressure, and 

• clear in communication and prioritisation. 

Their strength: speed and clarity. Their risk: overestimating organisational capability, 

resilience and cultural adaptability. 

CEOs in family businesses are often: 

• integrative and relationship-oriented, 

• strongly values-driven, 

• focused on consensus and stability, and 

• sensitive to implicit dynamics. 

Their strength: trust and loyalty. Their risk: delaying necessary decisions. These 

differences continue at the CXO level – and deeply shape transformations. 

 

4.5 Typical Dynamics and Problems in Transformations 

In PE companies it can often be observed: 

• excessive focus on efficiency before stability, 

• too early parallelisation of several major initiatives, 

• underestimation of the people factor, and 

• declining acceptance despite formal achievement of goals. 

Result: Goals are achieved in the short term – but organisation and leadership wear out. 

 

In family it can often be observed: 

• long decision-making paths, 

• conflict avoidance out of consideration, 

• informal power structures, and 

• transformation “on paper” but not in behaviour. 
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Result: Idle Transformation or at least significant loss of momentum. 

 

4.6 The Core Insight 

Transformation in both worlds do not fail due to lack of competence but due to unsuitable 

architecture. Value-creating change arises where: 

• goal systems are made explicit, 

• leadership incorporate its role, 

• people are understood as core factor for success, and 

• architecture balances speed and organisational capability. 

This necessity becomes particularly clear in organisations where PE and family logics meet – 

for example in the context of M&A and post-merger transformations. 

 

 

 

5 The Special Case: Transformation in Mixed Organisations 

A particularly demanding transformation context arises where different ownership logics get 

together in one organisation. A common example is the acquisition of family businesses by 

private equity companies – especially in the mid-market. Formally it is a merger or 

acquisition. In fact, it is the integration of two fundamentally different organisational 

structures. 

The acquired family business is often characterised by: 

• personal leadership relationships, 

• implicit decision ways, 

• high identification with the owner / founder, and 

• company history and established routines. 

The PE-organisation, on the other hand, follows: 

• clear goal systems, 

• explicit governance structures, 

• high cadence of decisions, and 

• a strong focus on transparency and controllability. 

In practice this constellation leads to a special tension: while one side expects speed, 

structure and professionalisation, the other side often experiences a loss of autonomy, 

identity and trust. Transformation in such constellations is therefore not a linear continuation 

of existing programmes, but a reconstruction of architecture. 
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5.1 Typical Misconceptions in PE–Family Integrations 

In mixed organisations similar patterns repeatedly occur: 

• Professionalisation is equated with acceleration. 

• Governance is understood as a substitute for trust. 

• Gaining efficiency gets prioritised before stability and acceptance are established. 

• Leadership is formally reorganised without considering implicit power and relationship 

structures. 

These patterns are rarely intended as such – but they are structurally risky. 

 

5.2 Architectural Principles for Transformation in the Mixed Context 

Effective transformation in PE–family constellation requires consciously differentiated 

architecture: 

First: translation of goals. Before measures get defined, goal horizons must be made 

explicit and translated. Value realisation and identity are not in contradiction – but they follow 

different logics. 

Second: temporary protection. Not all elements of the acquired company may be 

immediately transferred into new structures. Temporary protection of individual elements 

enables stability and preservation of performance during the transformation. 

Third: leadership as integration enabler. Leaders in mixed organisations not only act 

operationally but as mediators between two worlds of very different needs and expectations. 

This role must be explicitly recognised and fulfilled. 

Fourth: sequencing instead of simultaneity. Post-merger integration and transformation 

should not be fully parallelised. Architecture in this case means consciously deciding what 

first gets stabilised, what later on gets harmonised and what gets changed deliberately. 

 

5.3 The Core Success Factor: Legitimacy 

In mixed organisations effectiveness is decided not just by formal power but by perceived 

legitimacy. Transformation succeeds where: 

• decisions are comprehensible, 

• speed remains explainable, and 

• leadership builds trust before imposing structures. 

Legitimacy is not a “soft factor” in these contexts but a direct lever of productivity. In mixed 

organisations it becomes clear: value-creating transformation arises not through speed or 

enforcement – but through an architecture and mode of action that can integrate goal 

systems. 
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6 Implications for CXOs 

Before a transformation gets started, CXOs should clarify: 

• Which goal system shapes decisions? 

• What timeline is realistic and managable? 

• Which leadership logic generates acceptance? 

• What are the key factors that create maximum value and what must not happen 

under any circumstances? 

 

Architectural Decision Moments for CXOs 

In daily business transformation materialise less in concepts than in concrete decision 

situations. An architectural perspective is helpful especially in the following situations: 

1. Accelerate or stabilise? When the organisation visibly reaches its limits, structural 

relief is needed – instead of more speed. 

2. Parallelise or sequence? Starting several major initiatives simultaneously might be 

ambitious – this is often the beginning of structural overload of key employees. 

3. Enforce or legitimise? Formal decision-making power does not replace acceptance. 

Especially within surroundings of significant change, legitimacy determines impact 

and sustainability. 

4. Capture efficiency or secure effectiveness? Efficiency gains only realise their 

value when the system is stable and employees are willing to contribute. 

These decisions cannot be delegated. They are core tasks of leadership in transformation. 

Therefore core leadership question in transformations are: Which decisions or 

consequences are currently being postponed – and which architectural consequences 

does this hesitation have? Which decisions are currently being made not by you but 

by the organisation for you? 

In this case, external perspectives can probably support creating clarity and also provide 

relief – not through more activity, but through proper classification of context. 

 

 

 

7 An Early Indicator of Architectural Disbalance 

An early sign of missing or insufficient transformation architecture is not resistance but 

exhaustion. When committed employees in leadership position: 

• ask more often about priorities, 

• secure decisions instead of making them, and 
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• put operational stability above strategic initiative 

This case is less a problem of motivation but a signal of structural struggle. 

Architecture is not shown by how much movement is possible – but by how much movement 

remains sustainably viable. Value-creating transformation arises where clarity precedes 

action and architecture precedes measures. It is not speed which is going to be the 

decisive factor – but the fit between system, leadership and change. The architecture of a 

transformation is not a theoretical question – it is a conscious leadership decision about the 

capability, timing and impact of the transformation. 

 

 

May this paper help create transparency and grasp as well as enabling exchange for those 

who are interested in. 
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